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AUTHOR’S NOTE 


AN ATTEMPT has been made here to give a short account 
of the penetration of the Pacific over a period of eighty 
years, from the late seventeen-sixties to the eighteen-forties. 
I have taken three examples to illustrate what happened at 
this first contact between the white man and the inhabitants 
of that hitherto uncharted ocean: Tahiti, the tropical island, 
with its lush forests and flowers, a place where there is 
neither winter nor summer, and where the days are varied 
merely by sunshine and warm showers; next, the temperate 
eastern coast of Australia where there are lightly timbered 
plains and hills, and the seasons exist in all their variety; 
and finally, the south polar regions where hardly anything 
will grow in the perpetual cold, and where the short sum- 
mer with its continuous daylight is succeeded by a long 
winter of unbroken night. 

In these three regions you have the difference between 
abundance, moderation and nothing, between lethargy, en- 
ergy and death. 

I have naturally followed Captain James Cook on his 
Pacific voyages, since nearly everywhere he was the first 
on the scene, and he seems to me to have understood, bet- 
ter than any other explorer, what was happening at that 
special moment and what the consequences were going 
to be. 

But this is a brief sketch; for a fuller account of Captain 
Cook the student will turn to the splendid volumes of Dr. 
J. C. Beaglehole, of the Victoria University of Wellington, — 
New Zealand; indeed his masterly editing and annotation 
of Cook’s original journals have illuminated Pacific travels — 
as nothing else has done before, and it is not too much to 
say that any account of Cook’s discoveries can hardly hope ~ 
to be more than an appendage, if not a plagiarism of his 3 
work. My only excuse for trespassing upon ground that Dr. — 
Beaglehole has made so very much his own is that I have ~ 
concentrated upon one aspect of Cook’s voyages, 
that fateful moment when a social capsule is broken 


when primitive creatures, beasts as well as men, are con- 
fronted for the first time with civilization; the moment 
which is not so much one of truth, nor even of recognition, 
as of an eager, awkward fumbling to try and understand. 

- Another work which is invaluable in the study of these 
matters is European Vision and the South Pacific, by Ber- 

~ nard Smith. I have particularly relied on Dr. Smith for his 

- account of Omai, the Tahitian boy who was transported 
to England. 

Since, in the pursuance of my theme, I have not been 
able to relate events in chronological order, it may be use- 
ful here to remind the reader that Cook made three sep- 
arate voyages. The first, in the Endeavour, took him to 
Tahiti, New Zealand and Australia, and lasted three years, 

_ from 1768 to 1771. After barely a year in England he set 
- out again, this time with two ships, the Resolution and 
_ the Adventure, and this was the voyage on which he 
crossed the Antarctic Circle and circumnavigated the 
South Pole. Again he was away three years, from 1772 to 
1775, spending the summer months in Antarctic waters 
and the rest of the year either in New Zealand or cruising 
among the tropical islands in the Pacific. On this second 
voyage he twice visited Tahiti. Again he had another 
twelve months’ respite in England before setting out on his 
third and final voyage with the Resolution and the Dis- 
covery. It began in 1776, and its principal object was to 
_ search for a passage from the Pacific to the Atlantic through - 
- north polar seas. He visited Tahiti for the last time in. 
_ 1777, and then sailed north to the western coast of Amer- 
- ica and to Hawaii, where he met his death in 1779. His 
~ lieutenants brought the two ships safely back to England. 
_ It is the first two voyages that mainly concern us here. 
; I must extend my very great thanks to Dr. Beaglehole, 
_ Dr. Smith and Mr. Robert Hughes who read and corrected 
_ my manuscript before publication, to Mr. Edouard A. 
e Stackpole of the Whaling Museum, Mystic, Connecticut, 
_ who kindly consulted his records for me, and to my wife 
_ whose help has been essential. 
'. The compilation of the book required extensive travel- 
ling and I am most grateful for the assistance given me by 
_ the United States Navy in the Antarctic, by Qantas Air- 
ways and The British Petroleum Company. 
Most of the books listed in the Bibliography and many 
others Besides I obtained from the London Library. 
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The Landfall 


WHEN Cook sailed the Endeavour into Matavai Bay on 
April 13, 1769, it was by no means the first. time the Tahi- 
tians had encountered white men. Bougainville in La 
- Boudeuse had been there, or at any rate a little further 
~ found the coast, the year before; Wallis in the Dolphin had 

_ arrived in-1767, and Quiros was in these seas as early as 
_ 1606. But Quiros had long since been forgotten, Bougain- 
_ ville had stayed in Tahiti only thirteen days and Wallis five 
_ weeks. Cook was to be here three months, he was to live 
_ ashore and make meteorological observations, he was to 

chart the coast; this landfall was the first great object of his 
ey. 
It might be fairly said, therefore, that with Endeavour’s 
- arrival the penetration of the Pacific was only just be- 
ginning. From now on it was going to be no great won- 
_ der for the islanders to see a sailing ship beating into 
_ land; Cook himself was to return three times, and he was 
- soon to be followed by the Spanish, and Bligh in the Boun- 
_ ty, and:the English missionaries, and the Nantucket sealers 
_ and whalers calling in for ‘refreshments’ on their way 
* south, and then the French. All these visitors—perhaps in- 
_ truders is a better word—were going to make their 
' separate contribution to the transformation of the Tahi- 
x tians, whether by firearms, disease or alcohol, or by 
_ imposing an alien code of laws and morals that had 
q nothing to do with the slow, natural rhythm of life on the 
island as it had been lived up till then. 

It was perfectly true that the Europeans were also going 
to import the antidotes to their poisons and diseases—the © 
' doctors, the priests, the administrators and the policemen 
pot the Tahitians had had no need for these people be- 
- fore; if they had been left undisturbed they might have 

gone on forever without them, and at the time of Cook’s 
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arrival they were probably happier than they were ever 2 
be again. 
Naturally neither Cook (at first) nor the raadene 
themselves saw things in this light. Cook was acting under 
orders from the British Admiralty, and he had no evil de- 
signs on these people; indeed his whole desire was to make 
friends with them and to interfere as little as possible with 
their customs. The Tahitians, on their side, were quite 
unable to stifle their curiosity; they were delighted to greet 
these fascinating strangers with their great sailing ship, 
their extraordinary clothes, their wonderful trinkets and 
gadgets. Even if they had known the evil that was in store 
for them they would still have welcomed the Endeavour. 

Thus this early contact between the white-skinned sailors 
and the dark islanders, this first real shock of recognition, 
was a momentous occasion, a sharp and irrevocable turn in 
the history of the Pacific; and it was going to make its im- 
pact on Europe as well. 

Let us consider Tahiti for a moment as it was in 1769 in 
the light of the knowledge that we now possess. It was only 
a small dot in the vast ocean, a tiny parcel of land some 
thirty-three miles in length and covering an area of barely 
400 square miles, but its central mountains, rising above 7,- 
000 feet, could be seen from sixty miles away at sea. The 
slopes of the mountains were covered with a thick tropical 
forest, and on the flat shores below the Tahitians moved 
among groves of coconuts and breadfruit trees. There were 
no villages; the huts, open on all sides to the breeze, were 
scattered about under the deep shade of the plantations, 
each hut about fifty yards from its neighbour and connect- 
ed with it by a well-worn path. There were other islands 
visible on the horizon, but Tahiti was the largest of the 
group, and its curious coastline, shaped like a top-heavy 
hour-glass and protected by a coral reef, provided safe an- 
chorages from the prevailing wind. Although it lay in the 
tropics of the central Pacific, just north of Capricorn, its 
hot, damp climate was not oppressive, there was fresh 
water in abundance in the mountain torrents, and flowers 
. and fruit grew everywhere. Like Capri in the Mediterra- 
nean, Tahiti had a quality of lushness combined with sud- 
den, unexpected grandeur that set it quite apart, and it 
would not have been unreasonable to have described it as 
the most beautiful island in the world. If it lacked the ruins 
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-and the reassurance of older civilizations at least it was the 
heart of Polynesian culture in the Pacific. 

In Cook’s time the population may have numbered 
about forty thousand, and to the eye of the sailors, weary 
of the cramped ship and the endless sea, the people seemed 
every bit as beautiful as their surroundings, the men tall 
and well-proportioned with fine smooth skins, often not 
much browner than that of a southern European, and the 

' women in some cases lovely beyond dreams. The diarists 
aboard the Endeavour speak of their dark liquid eyes and 
perfect teeth, of the sprays of jasmine and hibiscus in their 
long black hair, and of their smiling welcoming faces. 

» They wore brightly coloured toga-like robes which, in the 

_ evening, or in the presence of important people, they 

_ dropped to the waist, revealing in the young girls beautiful- 

_ ly moulded breasts and arms and shoulders. 

_ There were, of course, imperfections in these paragons. 
Their noses were just a little too flat for the European 
taste, they tended to grow fat with age, and tattooing, done 

_ with lampblack pricked into the skin with a sharp bone, 
disfigured large areas of their legs, their buttocks and their 

__ torsos (though not their faces). They tended also to annoint 

_ themselves with coconut oil which turned rancid after a 

_ time. However, they were a cleanly people. The men 

E: plucked their moustaches and both sexes removed the hair 

_ from under their armpits. They washed in running water 

_ when they rose in the morning, again at noon, and before 

Si they slept at night, and their clothes were spotless. 

They did little hard work, and there was no real necessi- 

_ ty for it; the food was all around them, the fish in the 

* lagoons, the breadfruit and the coconuts in the branches 

_ above their heads, bananas, yams and sugarcane grew wild, 

_ and little pigs and fowls, roasted in underground ovens, 

provided their occasional banquets. They sometimes 

“brewed an intoxicating drink from a pepper root named 

ava, but they had no tobacco and did not feel the lack of 
owe A few were afflicted with a skin disease, but those 


main they knew no sickness except the decline into old 
se and death. They made no journeys into the mountains 
was too fatiguing—and in their arts and crafts they 
ed to have all they wanted: bark from the trees was 
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leaves were woven into mats and roofs for their huts, coeo- 
nut shells were their drinking cups, and their canoes,» 
elaborate affairs with sails and outriggers, and sometimes 
sixty or seventy feet long, were constructed out of the local 
timber. They slept and sat on the ground and therefore had 
no need of furniture in their huts. Since there was no 
winter they were never cold, and even on the hottest day 
the sea-breeze blew. There were no snakes or dangerous 
animals to threaten them, and natural disasters such as 
earthquakes and hurricanes seldom came their way. They 
were illiterate and did not care. 

Apart from a few carved images they kept no records of 
the past and they had very little interest in it. However, 
they. acknowledged in a vague mystical way the existence — 
of a supreme being, they had their temples—the marae— 
courtyards with raised platforms built of stone in a clearing 
or near the shore. They kept alive by word of mouth their 
ancient legends, and they had their religious festivals which 
were conducted by a special sect known as the arioi. For 
their distractions they loved to surf in the long Pacific roll- 
ers, to dance and sing to the music of drums and flutes, 
and to enact plays and engage in wrestling matches. They 
divided their year into thirteen lunar months, but years sig- 
nified nothing very much; they lived from day to day in an 
endlessly repeated cycle, controlled only by their hunger 
and their desires, ashamed of nothing, eating, sleeping, 
dancing, fishing, cooking, talking and making love, always 
together and always in the open air. 

Thus far the idyllic life, the life that revealed itself to an 
explorer on a casual visit. But on a closer view it had its 
complications, as Cook and his crew were soon to find out. 
This was a society which was divided into tribal groups, 
each with a ruling family surrounded by an upper class. 
Below them were the general mass of the people and the 
servants or serfs—a division in fact not so unlike the class" 
structure in Europe in the eighteenth century. Promiscuity 
was fairly generally practiced, at least in youth, but no wo- 
man of the ruling or upper class would have thought of 
offering herself to the English sailors except in the most 
unusual circumstances, and among the middle class the 
bonds of marriage—and the Tahitians were monogamous 
—were observed with some strictness. It was true that the 
young girls from the age of ten or thereabouts would very 
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_readl make love and had no modesty at all about it (they 
"were amused that the sailors wanted to retire privately into 
~ the woods), but most of them came from the lower strata, 
- and directly they became pregnant a marriage normally 
’ followed. Nor did the apparent good nature and amiability 
of the Tahitians prevent them from engaging in tribal wars. 
i Six months before Cook arrived there had been a devastat- 

ing battle between Big Tahiti (the larger end of the hour- 
‘ glass) and Little Tahiti, and although their weapons were 


dimited to clubs, spears and slings, both women and chil- 
dren as well as men had been killed and injured in the gen- 
» eral slaughter. These engagements were often preceded and 
followed by human sacrifices at the marae, one of the 
" prisoners or some luckless serf being used as the victim. 
> The marae platforms were piled with human skulls. 
? The privileged priesthood, the arioi (who included both 
] ~ nen and women), were also a long way from arcadian in- 
nocence when judged by European standards. Except for 
3 the very highest among them (whose offspring were 
F declared to come from the gods) they were childless. This 
Was not because they were celibate—the very reverse, they 
' practised indiscriminate free love—but because they stran- 
_ gled their children at birth. This was their drastic method 
_ of keeping the sect exclusive, and it bears some resem- 
i - blance to the customs of the contemporary Mamelukes in 
' eighteenth century Egypt who preferred to train Georgian 
slaves as their successors rather than have children of their 
own. Possibly too, infanticide was a means of preventing 
_ Over-population on so small an island. No one knows how 
Many children were thus dispatched every year but it must’ 
_ have been a considerable total since the arioi themselves 
_ were very numerous. They were a revered and complicated 
hierarchy, with half a dozen different grades or. orders, 
each distinguished by different dress and different tattoo 
' marks, and it was their habit to travel about in consecrated 
- canoes celebrating the seasonal and religious festivals. 
_ There were, of course, back-slidings in this feudal 
ciety—an influential woman could take a lover with im- 
y—but most of the taboos were very strictly 
ed: no woman, for instance, could eat in a man’s 
e, and a member of the ruling family could not 
himself to his food but had to be fed by his 
ndants. A chief was treated with semi-divine honours 
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18 Tahiti 
which no one would have dared to dispute; when» he 
travelled about he had to be carried on another manS. 
shoulders since the land immediately became his wherever 
his foot touched the ground. Curiously, when an heir was 
born a chief at once abdicated in the child’s favour and be- 
came regent instead. All these rules and many more were 
immutable. : 
This then, very briefly described, was the confined little — 
community, cut off from the rest of the world by 
thousands of miles of ocean and centuries of time, info” 
which the Europeans were now about to import their own © 
utterly different scale of values. If it was a good deal less — 
than perfect at least it had established a balance with itself, ~ 
it had a certain gaiety and well-being, it was intact. Despite © 
the wars, the sacrifices and the stranglings, it was not deca=~ 
dent, and it was not yet subject to the curse of a mass rest 
lessness. In the absence of firearms it was not easy for a 
dictator to emerge, there were no great riches to stir ambi ~ 
tion, and the sense of fundamental guilt could hardly be ~ 
said to exist. Bougainville, with his recent memories. of the © 
destitution caused by the Seven Years War in Europe, had © 
compared the island to the Garden of Eden, and had re= ~ 
named it New Cythera after the Peloponnesian island © 
where Aphrodite (or Venus) had first emerged from the ~ 
_ Sea. This may have been a little fanciful (he did not know — 
about the sacrifices), but at all events it would be hard to — 
imagine any greater contrast than that which existed © 
between the easy-going lives of the Tahitians in 1769 and ~ 
those of the ninety odd Englishmen in the Endeavour who 
were now sailing into Matavai Bay. = 
Cook had been given two missions, the second of which 
was secret; he was first to observe from Tahiti the transit 
of Venus across the disk of the sun which was due to occur 
seven weeks hence, on June 3rd; and then, having 
charted the island and its neighbours, he was to proceed to ™ 
the south Pacific to discover whether or not a large conti- ~ 
nent existed there.It was only by chance that Tahiti had ~ 
been chosen. As a point of observation half a dozen other © 
stations in the Pacific might have done as well, and in fac 
no one in England had even heard of the island until a few” 
months before Cook’s departure from England. But then” 
Wallis in the Dolphin had sailed into the Downs with the 
news of this new hospitable refuge, conveniently sited for 
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the work in hand, and the Endeavour’s orders had been 
altered at the last moment. 
| Cook at this time was 39 years old, and it was surprising 
that he had ever been given the command of so important 
‘and adventurous a voyage as this; he was the son of a 
Yorkshire labourer and it was not until the late age of 
eighteen, having worked as a farmer’s boy and as_a gro- 
cer’s assistant, that he had taken to the sea in the Whitby 
“coal trade. At twenty-seven he had joined the Navy, step- 
“ping down from mate to be an able seaman, and even, af- 
ter seeing service in Canada and Newfoundland, had not 
“reached commissioned rank. But if the Admiralty was slow 
“in recognizing merit it was by no means adverse to putting 
it to use. Year after year it had become apparent that this 
‘tall, solid, unpretentious Yorkshireman was altogether 
“exceptional, not only as a navigator but as a commander of 
men as well. He might not have been a scholar or a gentle- 
man but he was absolutely reliable, and his charting of 
-Newfoundland had brought him to the notice of the practi- 
eal men who exercised the real control inside the Admiral- 
‘ty. Thus when all the other candidates had been considered 
‘and passed over this unknown sailor from the ranks, who 
‘was soon to become the greatest explorer of the age, was 
‘given the command and elevated to the rank of lieutenant. 
’ It is a strange thing about Cook that one has the sense of 
‘Knowing him very well, and yet at the same time it is 
‘difficult to describe him, to build up a picture of all those 
iosyncrasies and peculiar qualities and attitudes of mind 
t make us feel we are really intimate with the man. We 
y know what he looked like. The portrait of him 
ro by Nathaniel Dance in 1776 and now in the Na- 
Maritime Museum at Greenwich is a posed and for- 
‘mal study, showing him at the height of his fame, with his 
ig, his white breeches and blue coat ornamented with 
lace and brass buttons, and his formal hat; a big man, 
a large, steady face, and rather a tight and determined 
not a particularly brilliant officer one would say, or 
with any artistic accomplishments. But the eyes are 
and understanding, and while one might not have 
very easy in his company he certainly inspires 


The other accepted portrait attributed to Hodges, but 
seated by Zoffany, is quite a different matter. 
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Here we see an immensely attractive character, a sugges- 
tion of humour in his rugged face, a youthful out-of-doots 
man, an adventurer, with a touch of wildness. Zoftany, if 
he really was the artist, may have made him a shade too 
theatrical, but his portrait is alive, one responds to it as one 
fancies one would have responded to Cook himself; with 
candour and with liking. 

Turning from these conflicting impressions to the writ-— 
ten records we are not much more enlightened. Not many 
of Cook’s personal letters have survived, his logs are nearly 
always noncommittal, at any rate as far as his own emo- 
tions and feelings are concerned, and surprisingly little was 
written about him by his shipmates and others who knew 
him well. Yet this very absence of testimony is possibly an” 
indication of his strength; unlike Captain Bligh later on he 
is not a controversial figure whom everyone wants to talk 
about, no one challenges his authority, no one questions his 
decisions, and at the same time no one is his enemy. He 
sits so squarely in command of his ship, and its adventures, 
he is so fair, so undemonstrative and so unafraid, that he is 
accepted and respected by his contemporaries as a matter 
of course and no comment is necessary; he is simply there, 
an older and steadier man than all the rest, almost a father- 
figure to his crew; they cannot think of the Endeavour 
going anywhere without him. 

He himself writes like a commander. He has a practical 
workmanlike style, nothing really shocks him. or amazes 
him, and he is interested in everything from the last detail 
about the weevils in the ship’s biscuit to the more esoteric 
habits of the Patagonians. He is simply concerned to cover 
all the facts and to get them right, and when occasionally 
he does speculate about his discoveries he always prefaces 
his remarks by saying that it is possible that he may be 
wrong. But he is not often wrong, nor does much escape the 
dragnet of that steady commonsense. Beyond this it is en- 
tertaining to see from his writings how, as the voyage goes 
. on, his interests expand with it. From the practical 
navigator he begins to develop into the amateur naturalist 
_and anthropologist, and -always when he is dealing with 
coloured people he is without prejudice. He has his own 
code for himself and his ship, and he sticks to it, but he 
does not attempt to lay down this code for anybody else. 
He takes people as he finds them, and he is deeply interest- 
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| * nih: He possesses that fundamental curiosity of the 
t.plorer who does not necessarily want to arrive at 
some goal but who is driven on and on, always eager to see 
the other side of the next hill, and only infinity is the end. 
About his private life one wonders. As with Livingstone 
_ in Africa it virtually ceased to exist and his passion for ex- 
_ ploration took over almost entirely. Yet like Livingstone he 
_ married, and although their existence grows fainter and 
- fainter as he retires into the distance he loves his family, he 
-works for them, he wants them to be there in the 
' background. His wife was Elizabeth Batts of Shadwell, the 
only daughter of a modest provincial family, and he had 
' married her six years before this present voyage began. In 
her seventeen years of marriage to Cook she was only to 
_ see him at intervals of several years and barely for a year at 
a time. All her six children as well as Cook himself prede- 
_ ceased her. But of these distresses we hear from Cook him- 
self not a word. 

The crew of the Endeavour was much as one would 
have expected; men of humble backgrounds who had 
either volunteered or had been impressed into the Navy, 
and most of them were already experienced in the fearfully 
4 hard life at sea. Zachary Hicks, the second in command, 
_ was ten years Cook’s junior, John Gore, the third officer, 
"had already sailed in the Dolphin with Wallis, and the rest 
of the company of seventy included a surgeon, a clerk, for- 
_ty able seamen, a number of midshipmen and eight ser- 
_vants. Twelve marines were added to protect the crew on 
shore. .Then there were the scientists appointed by the 
' Royal Society: the astronomer Charles Green and a group 
of naturalists and artists led by Joseph Banks. Now we 
know a great deal about Banks. In later years he was to be- — 
come a very celebrated man indeed, the virtual dictator of 
scientific affairs in England, the president of the Royal 
Society for nearly half a century, the rich and generous pa- 
tron of innumerable activities, the confidant of a fashiona- 
le and intellectual world in London that was perhaps 
more brilliant than it was ever to be again. He was painted 
many times, his correspondence was enormous, he had a 
ger in every scientific pie; in short, he was a public man. 
~ What we have to consider here, however, is Banks as he 
was when all this lay in the future. He was only twenty-five 
when the Endeavour sailed from England, and great 
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wealth (he had £6,000 a year from his country estates) 
had combined with good looks and a buoyant, affable 
nature to turn him into the very prototype of the beau 
jeune homme setting out on’ the grand tour from eigh- 
teenth-century England. He had the easy likeable manners 
of Eton and Oxford;-but he was not a fop in any way, nor 
yet an intellectual nor a coming politician; he was an im- 
mensely enthusiastic amateur botanist, a genuine dilettante 
of natural history. His energy was inexhaustible, and his 
wealth gave him the opportunity to spread his wings. He 
had contributed £10,000 to the expedition, so it was said, 
and he had brought on board the Endeavour a personal 
suite of no fewer than eight persons: his Swedish friend 
Dr. Daniel Carl Solander, who was a pupil and 
correspondent of Linnaeus and a botanist of distinction, 
two artists, the landscapist Alexander Buchan and the 
natural history draughtsman, Sydney Parkinson, a scientific 
secretary named Herman Spdring and four - servants, 
including two negroes; and two greyhounds. The party was 
accompanied by. such a mass of equipment, of scientific 
books and general baggage, that it is something of a won- 
der how they all managed to stow themselves away in the 
Endeavour. Banks had a cabin to himself alongside Cook. 
on the main deck. 

All this was very grand, and there was no question 
whatever about the social hierarchy on board: Banks and 
his young friends were the travelling gentlemen, they sup- 
plied the social chic and the elevated conversation; Cook 
was the sailor who sailed the ship. It was a situation that 
could have been explosive, but from the first all went well; 
a genuine liking sprang up between the young dilettante 
and the steady Yorkshire captain who was fifteen years his 
senior. Cook soon made his authority felt, and the exciting 
nature of the voyage itself left little room for dissension. In 
any case, it was the navigation and the handling of the ship 
that were going to count on this enterprise, and here 
Cook’s ability was beyond all dispute. His experiences in 
the coal trade on the east coast of England had made him 
an expert at dealing with unbuoyed, unlighted tidal waters, 
and it was no accident that the Admiralty had chosen for 
his ship a three-masted Whitby collier. She was of 368 
tons, 106 feet long, 29 feet 3 inches in the beam and she 
had been specially fitted for the work of exploration. She 
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could make seven-or eight knots at the best, but speed 
hardly mattered on a voyage which was to last two or three 
years. The things that counted were that she was sturdy, 
“she had a relatively shallow draught—fourteen feet—she 
had been sheathed against the boring worm, the Teredo na- 
valis, of tropical waters, and she carried twelve swivel 


It is, of course, growing increasingly hard in this ma- 
chine age to understand what it was like to be on a long 
voyage under sail in the eighteenth century; the monoto- 
nous uneventful days, the absence (in the Pacific) of any 
Other European ships at sea, the sense of leaving civiliza- 
tion far away behind, perhaps never to be regained. They 
sailed from Plymouth in August 1768, and towards the end 
of the year they called at Rio de Janeiro. That was their 
last contact. with the known world. The days drifted away, 
punctuated by storms, by the catching of sharks and dol- 

.phins, by the shooting of birds, by the minutiae of the little 
happenings on board that make a ship a world in itself. 
' Officers and gentlemen messed together in the Great Cabin 
which lay directly over the high, square-built stern (it 
reminded one a little of a Spanish galleon), and here from 
8 a.m. to 2 p.m. and then again after dinner until dusk 
Banks and his party worked at classifying and drawing the 
“Specimens they were constantly gathering from the sea and 
‘from their various landfalls along the route. Whenever 
there Was a calm they put out in the ship’s boats to net 
“marine life and to fish, but for the most part they sailed 
, steadily southward, moving out of the northern winter into 
‘the tropics and down into the southern summer. 
‘Christmas Day,’ Banks notes in his journal, ‘all good 
Christians, that is to say all hands, got abominably drunk 
‘so that at night there was scarce a sober man in the ship; 
wind, thank God, very moderate or the Lord knows what 
Boal have become of us.’ (Cook’s own reference is more 
laconic: ‘Yesterday being Christmas Day the People were 
hone of the soberest.’) Then they were in the gales and the 
bitter cold of Cape Horn, the region of whales, penguins 
and seals, and the men put on their woollen Fearnought 
jackets. It was discovered on landing on Tierra del Fuego 
pat Buchan, the artist, was rather a es had an 
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frozen to death—an event they all seem to have accepted 
very philosophically. Then they were moving north, back 
into the vast unexplored tropics of the Pacific, with the al- 
batrosses swinging about in the wake of the ship. 

They ate tolerably well. A goat that had already circum- 
navigated the world with Wallis in the Dolphin provided 
the wardroom with a little fresh milk, they had wine 
(picked up in Madeira) and spirits, and occasionally they 
caught fish or slaughtered one of the pigs or cows they had 
brought with them. The basic diet was salt pork and biscuit, 
and they got heartily sick of it, especially when the 
weevils began to multiply, but Cook went to great lengths 
to keep the ship free of scurvy by forcing the men to eat. 
vegetables—chiefly preserved sauerkraut—and by the 
regular airing and washing out of the sleeping quarters. 

Naturally there were some discontents on board. One 
young sailor accused of theft was so harried by his ship- 
mates that he threw himself overboard, and the midship- 
man, Bootie, was not altogether happy. We find him head- 
ing his private log with ‘By John Bootie, Master’s Brute’. 
Elsewhere he writes, ‘Evil communications corrupt good 
manners. N. Young is a son of a bitch.’ Poor young Bootie, 
he was to die like so many others before the journey’s end. 

Every few weeks Cook ordered the punishment of a doz- 
en lashes for some misdemeanour. But this was no hell- 
ship of impressed men, they were all young (the average 
age was under thirty), and if we are to judge by the log- 
books and the letters that have survived they were all eager 
for the adventure that lay ahead. Whether or not they were 
going to comprehend it was, of course, another matter. 
One has to remember the background of most of the 
Endeavour’s crew: the cold dark dockyard streets of the 
English ports, the frigidities of poverty, the coarseness and 
insecurity of the working man’s life in the eighteenth 
century. Certainly they had seen nothing like Tahiti before. 
The blacks—the Indians—were for them rather closer to 
animals than to human beings, Protestant and English 
conventions were a fixture in their minds, and nothing in 


Re their education, such as it was, had prepared them for the 


relaxed conditions of a tropical island. Banks himself, in 
his frogged waistcoat and white breeches, and with all his 
enthusiasm and his open-mindedness, was removed by ages 
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of sophistication from the scene that now lay before him, 
and even for Cook this was his first experience in the trop- 
ics. 
He was ahead of time; early in April 1769 he was 
- cruising through the Tuamotu archipelago, and on 11th 
- April Tahiti was sighted from the topmast. They spent the 
_ hext two days beating up to the island and then, in a fever 
- of impatience to get ashore, they were on their goal at last. 
_ “The land,’ Parkinson says, ‘appeared as uneven as a piece 
_ of crumpled paper.’ 
__ So now we must envisage the storm-battered little ship 
edging her way into Matavai Bay in the hot morning light, 
~ with the crew gazing ashore at the bright green hills and 
valleys, the mountain peaks rising behind with clouds 
' about them, and on the calm water in the lagoon the native 
* Canoes coming out to meet them. The Endeavour’s men 
- had been cooped up on board, entirely deprived of women 
and ~almost continuously out of sight of land, for eight 
' months, and it must have been a wonderful thing at that 
moment to anticipate the feel of ground beneath their feet 
_ again, and to have the prospect of fresh food and perhaps 
- even (no doubt they had discussed the matter a good 
_ deal) the possibility of making love to the voluptuous 
' Tahitian girls. Nor can there have been much less of a 
' commotion among the Tahitians themselves., They might 
perhaps have been compared to village children at the 
arrival of a travelling circus; they came forward to the en- 
counter with a sort of timid, wondering excitement, eager 
to see the show, ready to be amazed, but a little fearful of 
- approaching too close until they were sure that all was 
well. : 
- ‘It is difficult for us now,’ Dr. J. C. Beaglehole, of Wel- 
_ lington University, writes, ‘to measure the impact on a Poly- 
 nesian island in that day of a European vessel with its 
_ iron, and its physically-repressed prostitute-accustomed 
_ sailors. Many a more modern community has been rocked 
_ in wartime and in peace by the presence of a visiting fleet.’ 
As in all moments of true drama, there was an element — 
~ of doubt and hesitation in the air, a last hanging-back from: 
the actual impact. Cook approached the shore very cau- 
 tiously, sending his pinnace ahead to reconnoitre, and 
closely watching the on-coming canoes. Soon Gore, the 
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lieutenant who had sailed with Wallis, saw several 
acquaintances among the natives, notably an old maf? 
named Owhaa. They were waving and smiling—they 
recognized him. Cook had them on board and ‘made much 
of them’. Without incident the Endeavour anchored quietly 
off the beach. ; 
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_ MarTavar Bay has altered somewhat in the last two 
centuries. The river, 12-foot wide, that fell into the sea at 
the eastern end in Cook’s time has since become a back- 

_ Water, and on Venus Point a road now leads down to a 

* lighthouse and a group of modern huts. They give the 
' place the vague air of a picnic ground. But for the rest the 
"scene is marvelously unchanged. One sees the same empty 
_ black-sand beach, fringed with coconut palms, the 
_ Endeavour’s anchorage, and beyond the lagoon the long 
Pacific swell breaking on the reef. It agitates the heavy air 
with a light thunder that never ceases; it is the last thing 
you hear at night and it is still there in the morning. 
The palms are extraordinarily tall and are not straight 
but curve far out over the beach and the lagoon, and it is a 
wonder that their thin tangled roots, constantly washed by 
the tide, can ever support them. The cats that Cook landed 
_ on Tahiti seem to have done no good since every tree is 
' encircled with a metal band to prevent the local rats from 
getting at the coconuts. The breadfruit grows a little 
_ further inland, and these are fine, big trees with broad, 
' waxy leaves shaped like 4 man’s hand. The fruit is a green 
_ globe about the size of a small water melon, and it hangs 
_ down from the branches like a Chinese lantern. Every- 
_ where bright green grass spreads away and one is never out 
- of the sight of flowering shrubs and creepers—the red hi- 
- biscus, the frangi-pani, the little white tiare Tahiti, the yel- 
"low jasmine. There is no end to the flowers, and always 
; pve. see them against the deep tropical green of the jungle. 
__ This jungle, split by the flash of cataracts and waterfalls, 
 tises up the sides of the valleys inland until it vanishes in 
the drifting clouds of the mountains seven thousand feet 
_ above. Sometimes a rainstorm will blow up from the sea 
and it blots out the neighbouring island of Moorea. But it 
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is gone in a few minutes and in the sunshine heavily-scent-_ 
ed perfumes come up from the wet earth. The bay itself is ~ 
a shallow curve only a mile or two in length, but a hill at 
its western end blocks the view of the modern port of Pa- 
peete, and the traveller standing on the beach can be quite 
alone. Thus he can very easily be transported back to 1769 
and in imagination see the Endeavour riding in the lagoon. 

Cook had every reason to be cautious, since Wallis in 
the Dolphin had had a very rough reception here two years 
before. The Tahitians had at first pretended to be friendly, 
but when two of the Dolphin’s boats had gone ahead to 
find an anchorage they had been set upon with stones and 
spears, and Wallis had been forced to open fire, killing one 
man and wounding another. That was the first gunfire the 
Tahitians had ever heard, and it must have been a terrify- 
ing and miraculous thing for them to have seen men struck 
down at a distance. Yet for several days more\they had 
opposed the Dolphin’s landing with a force of more than 
500 canoes and 4,000 men and had attempted to get pos- 
session of the ship. It has been a curious business, the Tahi- 
tians by turns making-a show of peace and offering to 
trade and then hauling off to renew the attack. According 
to George Robertson, the Dolphin’s Master, they had tried 
to lure the crew of the ship’s cutter ashore by displaying ‘a 
good many fine girls’ on the beach and in their canoes. 
This sight, he says, ‘attracted our men’s fancy a good deal, 
and the natives, observing it, made the young girls play a 
great many droll, wanting (sic) tricks.’ In the Homeric 
tradition the sailors had stuck to their_oars, but the Dol- 
phin, following the cutter in through the coral reef, had 
run aground, and still further skirmishes had ensued before 
the ship had been safely anchored and the islanders had ac- 
cepted defeat. Among their wounded had been a young 
man named Omai of whom we are to hear a good deal | 
more later on. 

Thereafter the Dolphin’s stay had been indescribably 
pleasant, and Wallis had made a particular friend of a wo- 

- man named Obarea who was apparently the queen of the 

-island. 

So now Cook warned his crew to be on guard, but at the 
same time to ‘endeavour by every fair means to cultivate a 

_ friendship with the natives and to treat them with all 


NY 
STLIH 
TALL LIIz 
7, Cy re \ 
6g, y HSS 


SE, 
ILIHVL OI. 


VN3J0HO} 


(reg 1eA 
nod a IeALZEY 


30 = Tahiti 


imaginable humanity.” Then with a party of officers and 
scientists he disembarked. : 

“As soon as the anchors were well down,’ Banks tells us, 
‘the boats were hoisted out, and we all went ashore, where 
we were met by some hundreds of the inhabitants, whose 
faces at least gave evident signs that we were not unwel- 
come guests.’ But the Tahitians were afraid at first. They 
came creeping forward almost on their hands and knees to 
offer green boughs, their token of. peace. Very soon, 
however, they became more confident and conducted the 
strangers up the beach and into the plantations. ‘In this 
manner,’ Banks goes on, ‘we proceeded for four or five 
miles, under groves of coconut and breadfruit trees, loaded - 
with a profusion of fruit, and giving the most grateful 
shade I have ever experienced. Under these were the habi- 
tations of the people, most of them without walls; in short, 
the scene that we saw was the truest picture of an Arcadia, 
of which we were going to be kings, that the imagination 
can form.’ 

So far so good. The opening scene is set: the gentlemen 
go strolling through the.tropical garden distributing beads 
and small presents to the respectful, smiling natives, and 
there were to be no two minds about who were to be 
masters on the island. But complications were to follow. 
Let us for a moment follow Cook’s log. On April 14th the 
day after the Endeavour’s arrival, we get this entry: 

‘This morning we had a great many canoes about the 
ship, the most of them came from the westward but 
brought nothing with them but a few coconuts etc. Two 
that appeared to be chiefs we had on board together with 
several others for it was a hard matter to keep them out of 
the ship as they climb like monkeys, but it was harder still 
-to keep them from stealing but everything that came within 
their reach, and in this they are prodigous expert.’ 

It was the same when they were ashore: ‘Here the na- 
tives flocked around us in great numbers in as friendly a 
manner as we could wish, only. that they showed a great 
_ inclination to pick our pockets. We were conducted to a 
“chief who I shall call Lycurgus. This man entertained us 
with broiled fish, breadfruit, coconut etc. with great hospi- 
tality, and all the time took care to tell us to take care of 
our pockets, as a great number of people had crowded 
about us. Notwithstanding the care we took, Dr. Solander 
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~ and Dr. Monkhouse each had their pockets picked, the one 

_ Of his spy-glass and the other of his snuff-box.’ 

-__ One envisages the scene in that warm enervating air: the 
food spread out on banana leaves on the ground, the En- 
glishmen in their heavy uniforms squatting awkwardly on 

_ their mats, and endeavouring with their smiles and gestures 
to put themselves and their hosts at ease; and all around 
' them among the coconut palms the islanders staring and 
staring, following their every move and intonation of voice 
with the rapt absorption of children at a pantomime. Then 

_ the quick, deft snatch of the spy-glass and the snuff-box. 

- It was extremely provoking. Banks in particular had 

_ been very liberal; in exchange for a present of a length of 

Cloth he-had taken off his laced silk neckcloth and had giv- 

_ en it to the chief together with his linen handkerchief. 
_ Beads and hatchets had been distributed galore, and in 
return they had had this excellent lunch where Banks had 
felt so much at ease that he had been able to entice a pretty 

_ girl ‘with fire in her eyes’ to sit beside him. He now got up, 

' ade a threatening gesture with his gun and angrily 

' demanded the return of the stolen belongings. In an instant 

all smiles vanished; most of the crowd fled in panic and the 

_ chief, with great emotion, took Banks by the hand and led 

_ him to his store of precious cloth in one of the huts, 

_ indicating by signs that the Englishmen were to take all 

_ they wanted. But no, Banks insisted, they wanted the spy- 

2 glass and the snuff-box, and after a confused series of deal- 

_ ings they eventually got them back. Now all was harmony 

again, and in an excess of cordiality both sides pressed 

» further presents upon one.another. 

‘About six o'clock in the evening,” Cook says, ‘we 

_ returned on board well satisfied with our little excursion.’ 

This incident was to be repeated again and again, and on 

_ more serious occasions than this and on other Pacific is- 

~ lands as well as Tahiti—indeed, it was just such an affair 

_ that, eventually, was going to lead to the death of Cook 

himself on Hawaii. A point of principle, or, if you like 

taboo, was involved. It was no more possible for the island- 
ers to keep their hands off the Europeans’ belongings than 
it was for the Europeans to abandon their rule that private 

' property was sacred. Like small boys the Tahitians wanted 

to rob the orchard, felt, in fact, that they had to rob the or- 
1ard, almost as a matter of personal pride, and somehow 
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not get found out. Only the force of firearms could stop* 
them, and when those firearms were inevitably used, they 
were hurt, bewildered and reduced to crying for forgive- 
ness. This was the first step in the tragedy that lay ahead. 

However none of this was as yet apparent, and Cook felt 
secure enough to establish himself on shore. He had seven 
weeks in hand before the transit of Venus, and he decided 
to build a fort where his instruments could be set up and 
where he could trade with the natives for the fresh food he 
so badly needed. He chose a site on the beach at the north- 
east end of Matavai Bay which seemed to be of no value to 
the Tahitians—there were no huts close by—and at the 
same time, in the event of trouble, it could be covered by ~ 
the Endeavour’s guns. The river, the Vaipopoo, that ran 
into the sea at this point would provide them with all the 
fresh water they wanted. 

On the morning of April 15th a party was sent ashore, 
and they erected a tent and marked out the ground that 
was to be occupied. Cook tried to explain to the crowds of 
Tahitians who were watching in a transport of curiosity 
that they should not trespass on this area, and even if they 
did not quite understand they seemed to take the matter 
with good humour. Leaving a petty officer and a squad of 
marines on guard Cook then set off with Banks, Solander 
and the astronomer Green for another walk through the 
plantations. The crowds followed. We have several ac- 
counts of what next occurred. Here is Cook’s: 

‘We had but just crossed the river when Mr. Banks shot 
three ducks at one shot, which surprised them (the Tahi- 
tians) so much that most of them fell down as though they 
had been shot likewise. I was in hopes this would have had 
some good effect, but the event did not prove it, for we had 
not been gone long from the tent before the natives again 
ey ey to gather about it, and one of them, more daring 

the rest, pushed one of the sentinels down, snatched 
3 musket out of his hand and made a push at him, and 
then made off, and with him; all the rest. Immediately 
upon this the officer ordered the party to fire and the man 
“who took the musket was shot dead before he had got far 
off from the tent, but the musket was quite carried off.’ 

Hastening back to the beach Cook found the Tahitians 
had decamped in a body. 

Sydney Parkinson was also ashore and he tells a some- 
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what different and grimmer story. ‘A boy, a midshipman,’ 


he says, ‘was the commanding officer, and, giving orders to 


" fire, they (the men) obeyed with the greatest glee imagina- 


ble, as if they had been shooting at wild ducks, killed one 
stout man and wounded many others. What a pity that 


_ such brutality should be exercised by civilised people upon 
' unarmed ignorant Indians!’ He adds: ‘The natives fled into 
_ the woods like frighted fawns.. . terrified to the last 
~ degree.’ 


Banks’s account is: ‘The midshipman, maybe imprudent- 
ly, ordered the marines to fire, which they did, into the 
thickest of the flying crowd, some hundreds in number, 


_ and pursuing the man who had stolen the musket, killed 


e tell.’ 


him. Whether any others were killed or hurt no one could 


One rather fancies that Cook, with his official version of 


the incident, was covering up for the midshipman and his 
_ men, and that, out of fear perhaps, as well as a certain arro- 


gance, the guards lost their heads. At all events it was the 
Worst possible thing to have happened at this fragile mo- 
ment, and Cook and his-companions had great difficulty in 


_ persuading the terrified Tahitians to come out of hiding 


and to parley. Using old Owhaa as a go-between, they 
explained that the stealing of the musket was a serious 
thing, that the shooting would never have otherwise oc- 
‘curred, that there was no longer any danger. At length 
about twenty of the islanders were induced to come and sit 


- in the tent and peace was made. Towards nightfall the 
. tent was struck and without further incident the 
_ Endeavour’s men came back on board, 


, 


But the shock had not quite subsided yet. No canoes put 
out to the ship next day, an apprehensive silence hung 


- about the beach, and it was not until the evening when 


- Cook went ashore that the islanders began to reappear. 


‘ 


The breach was finally healed on the following day, when 


- several of the chiefs came out to the Endeavour with 
_ banana branches and a present of two pigs and breadfruit. 
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- Cook handed out two more hatchets and now felt that he 
_ could get on with his plans for the fort. With Green and a 


of men he came ashore and again erected his tent. In 
a spent the night without disturbance. 


Quite apart from the shooting it had been a trying few 
days; Alexander Buchan, the landscape artist, had been 
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seized with another epileptic fit, and after lying uncon; 
scious for forty-eight hours had died without regaining 
-consciousness. His body was committed to the sea, a ‘sur- 
prising procedure to the Tahitians whose own dead man 
had been laid out in a special hut, there to rot until his 
bones were dry, surrounded by offerings of food. Since 
Parkinson was more of a scientific draughtsman than an 
artist in general, the chance of our seeing competent 
pictures of Cook and his men on Tahiti were gone for 
ever. 

But now the building of the fort went briskly forward. 
As many men as could be spared from the ship, about for- 
ty-five of them, were brought on shore and put to work. | 
Not realizing that it was designed against themselves, the 
Tahitians offered to help. On the western seaward side a 
four-foot bank was thrown up with a palisade of posts on 
top (and Cook paid for the trees he cut down). On the 
north and south there was a similar bank with a ditch 
outside, ten feet wide and six feet deep, and on the east, 
fronting the river, a double row of ships’ casks was plant- 
ed. Since this eastern side was the weakest two four-pound- 
er guns were established there. In the fort itself half a doz- 
en tents were set up, one for the ship’s company, another 
for Cook and the officers, others for an observatory and 
for Banks and his party. A large copper oven was brought 
from the ship, together with a forge, and equipment for the 
cooper and the sailmaker. 

‘The work was impeded by daily showers of rain, but by 
May 1st all was finished and a quadrant and other 
astronomical instruments were brought on shore. 

These must have been wonderful days. Banks had set 
himself up as the expedition’s liaison officer with the na- 
tives, and every morning at the gate of the fort he 
purchased with nails and beads quantities of coconuts, . 
breadfruit and occasionally pigs and fowls. Relations with 
the islanders had so much improved that one of the chiefs 
moved his hut close by so that he and his women could 
dine regularly with the Englishmen. The Endeavour’s crew 
“were delighted to be on land and everyone was busy and 
healthy. And now, securely ensconced in his fort, with his 
ship anchored alongside, fresh water at his front door and 
food in abundance, Cook was as snug and as safe from at- 
tack as Robinson Crusoe. Banks in fact felt so secure that 
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he thought nothing of spending the night among the Tahi- 
tians. ‘I lay in the woods last night as I often do,’ he notes 
in his diary, ‘at daybreak I was called by Mr. Gore and 
went with him shooting. We did not return till night...” 
There had been just one incident. The chief Tubourai, 
whom Banks and Cook had originally called Lycurgus, and 
who had now become a fast friend, came to them one day 
in great distress saying that the Endeavour’s butcher, a cer- 
tain Henry Jeffs, had threatened to cut his wife’s throat 
with a reaping hook. She had apparently refused to part 
with a stone axe that Jeffs wanted, and he had whirled the 
hook about her head. Cook took a very serious view of this. 
_ He brought Tubourai and his wife on board and in their 
presence the butcher was stripped and fastened to the rig- 
ging. At the first stroke of the cat-o-nine tails the Tahitians 
_ burst into tears and implored Cook to let the man off the 
' rest of his punishment—‘A request,’ says Banks, ‘which the 
- Captain would not comply with.’ 

. Nearly three weeks had now elapsed since the 
Endeavour’s arrival, and the sailors and the Tahitians were 
entering a much more intimate relationship. Cook drove 
his men hard and they were only off duty on Sunday after- 
noons after divine service, but that left them sufficient time 

to meet the very willing Tahitian women, even though they 
had to be back inside the fort or on board ship at nightfall. 
‘Queen’ Obarea had appeared and had become a favorite 
_ of Banks and the Endeavour’s officers; she seems always to 
‘have been about the fort with her retainers. Cook found 
_ her ‘very masculine’, by which he probably meant 
> aggressive, Parkinson thought she was ‘a fat, bouncing, 
good-looking dame’, and Banks, who had his eye on her 
_ young handmaidens, describes her as ‘about forty, tall and 
_ very lusty, her skin white and her eyes full of meaning; she 
_ might have been handsome when young but now few or no 
_ traces of it were left.’ Then there was the mass of the com- 
’ mon people, never less than about three hundred of them, 
E clustering around the fort like camp followers, and always 
Wanting to attract attention whether by their songs and 
' dances, by offering themselves as guides and companions 
or by bartering their goods. 
_ It was a scene of crimson and gold—those were the 
ql colours in which the Tahitians most liked to dye their 
= the pareu, the sarong-like skirt which they; draped 
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round their waists and the tiputa, the poncho or shirt 
which was worn over the upper part of the body. Only the 
children were naked. 

Banks loved to watch these people swimming in the sea 
and he gives us the first known description of surfing in the 
Pacific: “Whenever a surf broke near them they dived un- 
der it with infinite ease, rising up on the other side; but 
their chief amusement was being carried on by an old can- 
~ 0e; with this before them they swam out as far as the out- 

ermost beach, then one or two would get into it, and 
opposing the blunt end to the breaking wave, were hurried 
in with incredible swiftness. Sometimes they were carried 
almost ashore . . . We stood admiring this very wonderful 
scene for fully half an hour. . .” 

Banks is a mine of information about the artifacts and 
the small daily habits of the Tahitians. He tells us of the 
fish hooks that were made from shells and human bones, 
and of the lines that were woven from jungle creepers. 
Then there were the nets and traps for lobsters and crabs. 
The food of the island was very good and varied: at an av- 
erage meal a chief would consume two or three breadfruit, 
several fish and a dozen or more bananas, and this was 
served to him in some state. First he would wash, then 
fresh leaves would be spread upon the ground with a half 
coconut shell of fresh water on one side and another of salt 
water on the other. During the meal a man would drink 
half a pint or more of salt water, taking sips between each 
mouthful and dipping each morsel of his food into it. The 
fish would be served to him wrapped in leaves and would 
be eaten cooked or raw. Then, at the end, he would again 

‘rinse his mouth and wash his hands. 

The Endeavour’s crew thought the baked dishes were 
more delicious than any they had ever eaten. The oven 
consisted of a hole in the ground into which hot stones 
were placed with a layer of green leaves on top. The meat, 
usually a small pig, was then placed in the hole and over- 
laid with another layer of leaves and hot stones and the 
oven was then sealed with earth. The roast that emerged an 

-hour or two later contained all its natural juices. There was 
then (but now no more) a race of native dogs on Tahiti, 
and Cook and his companions fell back a little when they 
were offered roast dog for dinner one day. Yet when they 
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_ tried it they found it delicious, no doubt because the 
animals were vegetarians. There were few, Cook wrote, 
‘but allowed that a South Sea dog was next to an English 
lamb’. There was also a little apple growing on the island 
and the Endeavour’s cook produced passable apple pies. 

And so little by little the sailors and the islanders, eating 

the same food, seeing the same scenes, and caught up to- 

_ gether in the routine of the long hot day, were beginning to 
know one another. The Tahitians found it impossible to 
pronounce Cook’s name, but ‘Toote’ served well enough, 
and Banks was known as “Tapane’. The English on their 

' side never grasped that in Tahitian the sound of ‘o’ was the 

_article sometimes affixed to proper names, and so the cor- 
rect spelling was not Otaheite or Otahiti as they thought, 

_ but simply Tahiti. But this hardly mattered. It still seemed 

_ to the Tahitians that the Englishmen were rather dirty peo- 

' ple since they did not pluck the hair under their armpits or 

_ bathe enough. To the Englishmen such practices as tattoo- 
ing were bizarre and inexplicable—the covering of the skin 
with all kinds of dark designs, zigzags and arc-like lines 
drawn across the stomach (of which the Tahitians were 

_ particularly proud) and their buttocks disfigured entirely 
with a heavy impregnation of lamp-black. Banks one day 
came upon a fourteen-year-old girl spread out on the 
ground undergoing this operation upon her buttocks. The 
pain caused by the jabbing of the sharp bone was. evidently 
excruciating, for the girl screamed and screamed; and days 
would elapse before her skin,-now covered in blood, would 
be healed. But sailors it seems will try anything, and sever- 

‘al of the Endeavour’s crew had their arms tattooed, thus 
becoming, as Dr. Beaglehole points out, the founders of 
the time-honoured tradition of the tattooed sailor. Banks, 
of course, could not be left out of this and he had a design 
pricked into his arm. 

It was not exactly a paradisical life they were all living; 
the men were worked very hard (as Cook afterwards .con- 
fessed), everyone suffered from the flies and the unaccus- 
tomed heat, and no doubt there were squabbles and pun- 
ishments which are not mentioned in the records. But it 

had been a good landfall, better than they could have 
hoped for; Fort Venus—the name was chosen with an eye 
on the ae rather than the goddess—was functioning 
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well, and all around them the extreme beauty of the island 
must have had its effect. on even the most hard-bitten, and 
recalcitrant of the Endeavour’s crew. 

These happy circumstances were abruptly shattered on 
May 2nd. On making his rounds in the morning Cook 
discovered that the quadrant was missing. It was a very 
heavy instrument encased in a box about eighteen inches 
square, and it had been placed in the observatory tent with 
a sentry on duty all night. This man had seen and heard 
nothing. Now it was one thing for the Tahitians to make 
off with spy-glasses and snuff-boxes (and on one occasion 
they had even succeeded in prising out two of the ports 
from the Endeavour), but the theft of the quadrant was 
quite a different matter; it was absolutely essential for the 
astronomical observations they had come all this way to 
carry out. The alarm was raised at once, and one can 
imagine the beating of the drums, the comings and goings 
in the fort, the furious questioning of the Tahitians gath- 
ered at the gate. Cook gave orders that no canoe should be: 
allowed to leave the harbour, and was preparing further re- 
prisals when Tubourai drew Banks aside and revealed that 
he knew the thief and that he had taken to the hills. With 
Tubourai and some of his men as guides Banks, Green and 
a midshipman set off in pursuit. 

‘At every house we passed,’ Banks says, ‘Tubourai in- 
quired after the thief by name, and the people readily told 
which way he had gone, and how long it was since he 
passed by, a circumstance which gave us great hopes of 
coming up with him. The weather was excessively hot, the 
- thermometer before we left the tents was ninety-one 
degrees, which made our journey very tiresome. At times 
we walked, at times we ran,-when we imagined (as we 
sometimes did) that the chase was just before us, till we ar- 
rived at the top of a hill about four miles from the tents; 
‘from this place Tubourai showed us a point about three 
miles off, and made us understand that we were not to ex- 
pect the instrument till we got there.’ 

Here was a predicament. They were now entering the 
“country of a quite different group of islanders whom they 
did not know, and they were armed only with a brace of 
pocket pistols. It was resolved to send back the midship- 
man to Cook for reinforcements while the others pushed 
on. They had all but covered the three miles when Banks 


Venus Observed 39 
was immensely relieved to see some of Tubourai’s men 


‘who had gone on before them, hastening back with a part 


of the quadrant. A large party of hill people were at their 
heels. 

- ‘We now stopped,’ Banks continues, ‘and many Indians 
gathered round us rather rudely; the sight of one of my 
pistols, however, instantly checked them, and they behaved 


with all the order imaginable, though we quickly had some 


hundred surrounding a ring we had marked out on the 
grass.’ 

The joke—and perhaps to the Tahitians it was no more 
than a joke—was now over and they realized it; one after 


- another. the missing parts of the quadrant were brought in 


and a quantity of other stolen property besides—reading- 


’ glasses, a pistol-case and so on. The quadrant was slightly 
~ damaged but it could be easily repaired. And so in high 


Spirits they began the return and had covered about two 
miles when at sunset they met Cook coming up the track 


with a squad of marines, and ready to do battle. When 
‘they all got back to the ship they found that Hicks had 


imprisoned as a hostage one of the chiefs, a man named 
Tootaha, and there was great lamentation among his fol- 


lowers who believed he was to be shot. Cook had him in- 


Stantly released. 
The next day there was an uneasy quiet around the fort 
‘and no one came to barter at the gate. But it was not in the 


_ Tahitian nature to keep up a grudge for long. Childlike, 


ee 


they wanted to be forgiven and to make friends again. An 
invitation arrived for the Englishmen to attend a banquet 


at one of the entertainment houses about four miles up the 


coast, and Cook gladly accepted this chance of a reconcili- 
ation. He set off on foot with Banks and Solander. A huge 
concourse of people, some five hundred in all, was making 
for the place and they had to be beaten back to make a 
path for the Englishmen. On arrival they found Tootaha, 
their erstwhile captive, sitting under a tree in a circle of old 


_ men, and there was an exchange of presents. This was 
_ followed by a wrestling match, a strange affair in which a 
_ dozen men wearing only waistcloths paraded slowly round: 


a courtyard making a loud booming noise by striking their 


left arms with their right hands. Presently the actual wres- 


tling began, each man seeking any opponent who was con- 


venient. The challenge was delivered by the contestants 
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joining their fingers together and moving their elbows up_ 
and down, whereupon they clutched one another, either by ~ 
the hands, the hair or the waistcloth, and struggled until 
one was flung down. This was the signal for the old men to 
break into a sort of laudatory chorus, and then the pro- 
ceedings, says Cook, were always ‘resumed again with 
great good humour’. The performance went on for two 
hours, and the only women allowed to be present were 
Obarea and her attendants. With so many people pressing 
around them the Englishmen found it excessively hot, and 
they were glad to get away at last. A banquet of roast pork 
was eaten with the chiefs back on board the Endeavour, 
and that evening the people flocked back to trade at the 
fort as before. 

The performances of the arioi were not always as inno- 
cent as this wrestling match—innocent, that is to say, in 
the European sense. Their dancing displays were just as 
common and these were an uninhibited expression of sex. 
The band consisted of two instruments, a drum made of 
wood and sharkskin and a_fiute that was blown through 
one nostril, the other nostril being stopped with the thumb. 
The players never seemed to achieve more than six notes 
and they were accompanied by singers who repeated the 
same tune over and over again. Cook found this monoto- 
nous, the actual dancing rather less so. It was performed 
by young girls in groups of eight or ten—‘a very indecent 
dance which they called Timorodee, singing the most inde- 
cent songs and using most indecent actions in the practise 
of which they are brought up from the earliest childhood. 
In doing this they keep time to a greater nicety.’ 

The girls, Cook adds,-on growing older or on getting 
husbands abandoned dancing to the younger generation. 
But ‘both sexes express the most indecent ideas in 
conversation without the least emotion and they delight in _ 
such conversations beyond any other.’ 

This was a matter that was going to bedevil the reputa- 
tion of Tahiti from that day to this. Were the Tahitians — 
Teally licentious, and if so what harm did it do them? Rob- 
‘ertson, the Dolphin’s Master, declared that the girls were 
prepared to make love at any time for the most trifling 
gifts; most of all they preferred ordinary carpenter’s nails 
which they seemed to value as the Europeans value gold. — 

: ~< 
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There had been a commotion on board the Dolphin when 

_ it was discovered that the sailors were not only withdraw- 
ing nails from the ship’s planks but had even filched the 
nails from which their hammocks were suspended so that 
most of them were sleeping on the deck. 

Bougainville, in the previous year, had been captivated 

_ by the beauty, the innocence—and the willingness—of the 
Tahitian girls, and Philibert Commerson, the naturalist he 
had on board,~had echoed his commander’s enthusiasm. 
The Tahitians, Commerson declared, were ‘sans vice, sans 
préjugés, sans besoins, san dissensions’; a people who ‘ne 
connoissent d’autre Dieu que l’amour.’ 

Bougainville describes a lively incident that occurred 
when he first arrived at the island. The Tahitian men, he 
Says, ‘pressed us to choose a woman and come ashore with 

_ her; and their gestures, which were nothing less than equiv- 
ocal, denoted in what manner we should form an ac- 
quaintance with her. It was very difficult in such condi- 
tions, to keep at their work four hundred young French 
sailors who had not seen a woman for six months. In spite 
of all our precautions a young girl came on board and 
placed herself upon the quarter-deck near one of the 
hatchways, which was open in order to give air to those 
who were heaving at the capstan below it. The girl care- 

_ lessly dropped a cloth which covered her, and appeared to 

- the eyes of all beholders such as Venus showed herself to 
the Phrygian shepherd, having, indeed, the celestial form 
‘of that goddess. Both sailors and soldiers endeavoured to 
come to the hatchway, and the capstan was never hove 

with more alacrity than on this occasion. At last our disci- 
“pline succeeded in keeping these betwitched fellows in or- 
der, though it was no less difficult to keep command of our- 

_ selves.’ 

Then when the French had come ashore they were ‘in- 
--vited to enter the houses where the people gave them to 


~ collation: they offered them young girls. The hut was im- 
_ Mnediately filled with a curious crowd of men and women 
_ who made a circle round the guest and the young victim of 
_ hospitality. The ground was spread with leaves and flowers, 

their musicians sang an hymeneal song to the tune of 
2 their flutes. Here Venus is goddess of hospitality, her 
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worship does not admit of any mysteries and every tributes 
paid to her is a feast for the whole nation. They were sur- 
prised at the confusion which our people appeared to be in 
as our customs do not allow of these public proceedings. 
However I would not answer for it that every one of our 
men found it impossible to conquer his repugnance and 
conform to the customs of the country.’ 

Bougainville’s classical references were deliberate: here 
on this wonderful island, he claimed, nature really had 
maintained its pristine simplicity and purity; freed from 
hunger, disease and toil, unrestricted by false modesty or 
artificial conventions of any kind, the people lived at peace 
— with one another and were genuinely happy. It was the Ar- 
cadian age come to life in the Pacific. 

Now all this was very engaging, but it was quite impossi- 
ble for Bougainville, despite his gifts as an explorer and a 
scholar, to know much about the Tahitians during a stay of 
thirteen days; and although Wallis was longer on the island 
he was ill most of the time, he could not speak the 
language, and neither he nor his officers could lay much 
claim to be historians or anthropological observers. We 
have to wait for Cook’s arrival for a more balanced ac- 
count. ; 

Cook was no prude (it has to be remembered that the 
Victorian era still lay more than half a century in the 
future); he allowed his men to mingle with the native girls 
whenever they could, even to the extent of permitting the 
girls to spend the night on board his ship, and in general he 
seems to have been more amused than shocked at Tahitian 
morals. Admittedly he knew very little about them as yet, 
but he was learning fast, and as opposed to the romanticiz- 
ing of Bougainville he took a detached but sympathetic 
view. We find him writing, even at this early stage, ‘Upon 
the whole these people seem to enjoy liberty in its fullest — 
extent, every man seems to be the sole judge of his actions 
and to know no punishment but death, and this perhaps is 
never inflicted but upon a public enemy.’ 

Banks was much more exuberant. ‘On the island of 
Otaheite where love is the chief occupation, the favourite, 
nay, the sole luxury of the inhabitants, both the bodies and 
the souls of the women are moulded into the utmost 
perfection...’ 
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’ It was a question of course of just how far one insisted 
_ On judging the Tahitians from a European point of view. 
' Towards the middle of May two incidents occurred which 
* must certainly have been outlandish to European eyes. 
_ Cook describes the first of these thus: 
“Mr. Banks was as usual at the gate of the fort trading 
with the people, when he was told that some strangers were 
_ coming and therefore stood to receive them. The company 
_ had with them about a dozen young plantain trees (bana- 
» nas) and some other small plants. These they laid down 
' about twenty feet from Mr. Banks. The people then made 
a lane between him and them. When this was done the 
man (who appeared to be only a servant of the two wo- 
'.men) brought the young plantains singly, together with 
_ some of the other plants and gave them to Mr. Banks, and 
at the delivery of each pronounced a short sentence, which 
» we understood not. After he had thus disposed of all his 
plantain trees he took several piecés of cloth and spread 
them on the ground. One of the young women then 
» stepped upon the cloth, and with as much innocency.as one 
could possibly conceive, exposed herself entirely naked 
_ from the waist downwards. In this manner she turned her- 
self once or twice round, I am not certain which, then 
- stepped off the cloth and dropped down her clothes. More 
- cloth was then spread upon the former and she again per- 
_ formed the same ceremony. The cloth was then rolled up 
and given to Mr. Banks, and the two young: women went . 
_ and embraced him which ended the ceremony.’ 
3 Banks was a gay and handsome young man and there 
could be no doubt about the meaning of this pantomime; it 
' Was a proposal from the two girls that he should make love 
to them. The phallic symbol of the banana was presented, 
_ the dowry in the form of cloth was offered, the sexual parts 
and the tattoed thighs and buttocks were displayed, and to- 
‘make their meaning clear beyond all doubt the girls came 
_and embraced him. Banks himself is very circumspect 
about all this but there does not seem to be much doubt 
that he succumbed—if not on this same day then on a 
“number of occasions later on. We hear of Obarea and oth- 
“er women sleeping in his tent, and one day there was a 
“violent row between him and William Monkhouse, the sur- 
eS over one of the girls. There is no evidence that Cook 
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took a mistress,’ but he too was clearly charmed by ‘the 
warmth and naturalness of the Tahitians. His attitude 
seems to have been: why should this innocence be 
destroyed? Where there was no thought of evil how can 
you talk of modesty or immodesty on Tahiti? It is the girls’ 
function to have children and\it is natural that they should 
entice men by displaying themselves. Perhaps too, it might 
have been argued that this little ceremony had rather more 
dignity and grace about it than the usual Christian 
hypocrisy about the sexual act. In any case it was normal 
practice’on the island, as normal as it was for the girls to 
put flowers in their hair, to smile at men who attracted 
them, to perform with the swaying of their buttocks the 
sort of dances that would lead men on, and, when the time 
came, to make love completely without shame or conceal- 
ment. 

Two days later, on May 14th, an even more explicit 
incident occurred. It was a Sunday and divine service was 
performed in one of the tents. Banks brought in two of the 
natives and they sat quietly watching the sailors and rising 
and kneeling when they. did. Then, Cook relates, ‘the day 
closed with an odd scene at the gate of the fort where a 
young fellow above six feet high lay with a little girl about 
ten or twelve years of age, publicly before several of our 
people and a number of the natives. What makes me men- 
tion this is because it appeared to be done more from cus- 
tom than lewdness, for there were several women present, 
particularly Obarea and several others of the better sort, 
and these were so far from showing the least disapprobation 
that they instructed the girl how she should act her part, 
who, young as she was, did not seem to want it.’ 

Other witnesses of the scene say that Obarea went 
further than this; they say that she commanded the couple 
to make love, that they were too frightened:to succeed, and. 
that afterwards she was very strongly criticized by her 
own people for her part in the affair. Obviously this could 
be true. It may not be impossible that Obarea, fat and 
_ ageing as she was, was eager to sleep with the English sail- 
ors and thought to attract attention to herself by this public 
1One of his officers on a later voyage wrote: ‘It has always been sup- 
posed that Cook himself never had any connection with our fair friends; 
Tabane often. been shea’ jerk aid. Tages Ay ee See 


good for nothing.’ Cook appears to have accepted this reputation 
good humour. 
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display. However, it is interesting that Cook was not really 
shocked, even though his indulgence did not quite extend 
to seeing his ship’s discipline endangered: he ordered a sea- 


_ man, Archibald Wolf, two dozen lashes, an unusually se- 


vere penalty, for stealing a large quantity of nails from the 
storeroom. (The girls had increased their prices and were 
now beginning to demand two or even three nails instead 
of one.) 

Then there was the serious matter of venereal disease. 
Bougainville later declared that it was introduced by Wal- 
lis; Wallis denied’ it and put the blame on Bougainville. It 
Was a dispute that raged at long distance in the explorers’ 
books for many years. The Dolphin preceded Bougain- 
ville’s ship La Boudeuse, in Tahiti by ten months, and it 
‘seems hard to believe that a hundred odd British sailors, 
many of whom must have consorted with the prostitutes at 
Plymouth or by the Thames at Wapping, were entirely free 


_ of infection. Yet we have Robertson, the Dolphin’s Master, 
denying the charge absolutely. ‘No venereal,’ he writes in 


red ink in his journal. ‘The doctor affirmed upon his hon- 


Our that no man on board was affected with any sort. of 


disorder that they could communicate to the natives of this 
beautiful island.’ Bougainville, however, was insistent that 
the disease was prevalent on his arrival. It is highly likely 


that he mistook the symptoms caused by yaws for those of 


syphilis, for they are similar in appearance, and once again 
one is left wondering if it was really possible for 400 young 
Frenchmen to have escaped infection in their own country. 

Be all this as it may, Cook’s doctor, after a special tour 


of inspection, gave the Endeavour a clean bill of health a 


month before the ship arrived in Matavai Bay, and yet no 
less than twenty-four of the seamen and ten of the marines 
—a third of the ship’s company—were down with the dis- 
ease within a few weeks of going ashore. Venereal disease, 


Cook notes somberly in his journal, ‘may in time spread it- 


_self over all the islands in the south seas to the eternal re- 
“proach of those who first brought it among them.’ This was 
to be all too brutally accurate. 

But in 1769 the excitement of the first contact over-rode 
‘all thought of the disasters that were to follow, and it was a 
honeymoon of a kind between the coloured people and the 
Whites. Even Cook trusted himself to sleep in the Tahi- 
tians’ huts at ee though he had sometimes cause to re- 
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gret it. ‘Notwithstanding all the care we took,’ he writes, 
‘before twelve o’clock the most of us had lost something or’ 
other. For my own part I had my stockings taken from’ un- 
der my head, and yet I am certain that I was not asleep the 
whole time. Obarea took charge of Mr. Banks’ things and 
yet they were stolen from her, as she pretended.’ This was 
the occasion on which Banks lost his white jacket and 
waistcoat with silver frogs. 

Showery weather continued, and towards the end of 
May it built up into a tremendous thunderstorm. Then the 
air cleared and as the vital day—June 3rd—approached it 
was fairly settled. The object in observing the transit of 
Venus across the disk of the sun (an event which would 
not occur again until 1874), was to determine the distance 
of the sun from the earth. Cook, with his quadrant and his 
telescopes, could never have made this calculation—other 
methods had to be employed—but in the eighteenth centu- 
ry no one was aware of this, and so he set about his ar- 
rangements with some confidence. Three parties were to 
take observations from three different points: Green was 
sent off a little further round the coast, Banks, Gore and 
Monkhouse crossed to the nearby island of Moorea, while 
Cook himself remained at Fort Venus. There was some lit- 
tle anxiety when the night of June 2nd clouded over and a 
‘dusky shade’ was still hanging about Venus the following 
day, but all three parties had an adequate view and there 
was every reason to believe that when the calculations had 
been worked out the experiment would prove itself to be a 
success, 

There was still a good deal to be done before the 
Endeavour could get away; the longboat was found to be 
riddled with worms and had to be repaired, the ship itself 
had to be careened and restowed, and it was necessary for 
Cook to gather all the fresh provisions he could before he 
committed himself to the unknown ocean once again. An- 
other month went by beforé he was ready. The rain de- 
layed him, and so did the Tahitians; he was obliged to 
break off relations with them for a few days in order to 
* stop the continuous thefts. One also suspects that there was 
a general reluctance among the crew to depart from the 
indolent and happy island. This perhaps was a fortunate 
thing for the understanding between the two peoples; 
Banks and Solander began to speak the Tahitian language. 
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: fairly well and they greatly extended their collection of 


South Sea island fauna and flora. Parkinson was busy 
executing his excellent drawings of hundreds of new speci- 


: mens of plants and birds and tropical fish. As for the Tahi- 
 fians, the Endeavour had become a fixture in their lives; 


every day disclosed the ship riding there at anchor in Ma- . 
tavai Bay and the crew at work about the fort. The 
Endeavour’s supply of nails, hatchets and beads appeared 


' to be inexhaustible, and life was more amusing than it had 


been before. They may still have been frightened of the 
Englishmen but they had also grown fond of them. 

Towards the end of June Cook set out with Banks in the 
ship’s pinnace to circumnavigate the island. It was the 
pleasantest of voyages; Little Tahiti, the smaller end of the 
hourglass, pleased them just as much as Matavai Bay and 
all the places that have since become tourist haunts were 
then a scene of pristine waterfalls, of mountainous tropical 


~ forests where no one ever went, and of huts and burial 


grounds with carved images never before seen by a white 
man. Obarea’s great coral marae in the Papara district, 44 
feet high, 267 feet long and 71 feet broad (Banks 


_ measured it) must have been a remarkable sight, a more 


impressive structure than any on the island today. 
Since they possessed no contrivance for exploring 


_ beneath the surface of the sea the Endeavour’s men missed 
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- the prettiest sight of all—the bright festoons of coral there, 


yellow, pale heliotrope, pink and blue, and the myriads of 
fish, brighter and more fantastic even than the coral itself, 
some with streaming ribbon-like tails, others streaked and 
‘coloured like butterflies, shoals of minute minnows that ad- 
vance and retreat in a pale blue cloud, the occasional tur- 
tle, the slimy water-snake, crabs that inhabit shells and 
clams with scarlet and cerulean lips that close upon their 
_ prey and never let it go. 

However, they charted the coast with Cook’s usual 
thoroughness and wherever they made a landfall at night 
they were welcomed by the inhabitants; the fame of the 
English sailors had long since become known throughout 
_ the island. On their way they passed Bougainville’s an- 
_ chorage of the year before at Haitaa. Bougainville’s visit 
had been puzzling them a good deal, and until the 
_ Endeavour returned to England they never did clear the 
‘matter up. They knew we some ship or ships had called at 
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Tahiti after Wallis—the Tahitians had shown them pieces? 
of iron and trinkets that could never have come from the 
Dolphin—but from the Tahitians’ description they 
thought they were Spanish. They were also mystified by a 
reference to a white woman who had been on board. In 
fact this was perfectly correct. It was an odd story. Phil- 
ibert Commerson had engaged a valet named Jeanne 
Baré or Baret at Brest, and since this valet was dressed as 
a man and behaved like a man no one on board had any 
idea that he was a woman. The Tahitians were not so 
easily deceived; the instant Baré came ashore they gathered 
round her, and instantly deduced her true sex. Commerson, 
a respectable and serious man, was much embarrassed. 

It was now early July. Fort Venus was dismantled, and 
the guns were carried back on board the Endeavour, to- 
gether with as many provisions as could be got, mostly live 
hogs, breadfruit and coconuts. Banks as a gesture to the 
Tahitians planted the seeds of melons, oranges, lemons and 
limes he had brought from Rio de Janeiro, and he went 
for a last walk among the plantations behind Matavai Bay. 
The last thief got away with some pieces of ironwork, and 
the sailors on liberty sought out their girls for the last time. 
When the Tahitians realized that the Endeavour was really 
about to depart they implored Cook to remain a little 
longer, and Obarea and her freinds came to live on the 
beach so that they should be with him day and night. 
Hardened though they were to departures, the sailors had 
seldom seen such genuine distress as this, such a sad, cling- 
ing reluctance to let them go. Cook was besieged by young 
Tahitians who wanted to sail with him, and at length he 
agreed to take ‘a chief and a priest’ named Tupia (or Tu- 
paia) who would be useful as an interpreter and as a guide 
on the other islands, Tupia was allowed to bring with him 
a servant, a boy named Tayeto.” 


“John Marra, one of the crew whom we shall meet again, has an inter- 
esting note on these two. Tupia was, he says, ‘a man of real genius, a 
priest of the first order and an excellent artist; he was, however, by no 
means beloved by the Endeavour’s crew, being looked upon as proud and 
austere, extorting homage, which the sailors, who thought themselves 
degraded by bending to an Indian, were very unwilling to pay; and pre- 
ferring complaints against them on the most trivial occasion, On the con- 
trary his boy, Tayeto, was the darling of the ship’s company from the 
highest to the lowest, being of a mild and docile disposition, ready to do 
any kind of office for the meanest in the ship, and never complaining, 
but always pleased,’ 
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In the midst of these friendly and moving scenes the last 
contretemps occurred; on the night of Sunday, July 9th, 
_ two marines, Clement Webb and“Sam Gibson, deserted 
_ from the fort. It had been known that all hands still ashore 
were to go on board the Endeavour on the following day, 
and so the two young men had seized this last chance to 
get away. Cook was told that ‘they were gone into the 
Mountains and that they had got each of them a wife and 
would not return’. 

This was a serious business; every man in the Endeavour 
was vitally needed. Since there was no possibility of getting 
the men back without the help of the Tahitians, Cook’s 
first act on the morning of July 10th was to seize Obarea 
.and half a dozen chiefs and hold them as hostages in the 
fort. The Tahitians were deeply resentful—after all, they 
had not abducted the two marines—but they agreed 
to help in the search. The affair was soon over. A mid- 
shipman and a party of marines set off for the hills, and 
at nine o’clock that night Webb was brought in by some 
Tahitians. They reported that the midshipman’s party had 
been seized by the natives in the mountains and that Gib- 
son was with them. Hicks, the second officer, now went out 
With a strong bodyguard and was back with all the missing 
men before morning. 

When Cook questioned the two deserters they said that 
they had become so strongly attached to two girls they 

could not bear to leave. Cook confined them until July 
14th (when the Endeavour was already at sea), and they 
were then given two dozen lashes each and the incident was 
forgotten.* 

The departure was a paint affair. All past agitations 
and disturbances were forgotten. Obarea and the chiefs 
bore no grudge for their confinement; they came on board 
the Endeavour to say goodbye overwhelmed with tears, 
and when the ship weighed anchor at 10 a.m. on July 13th 

_she was surrounded by canoes filled with lamenting men 
and women. Banks climbed up to the masthead as they 

_ sailed away and stood there waving for a Jong time. 

- Something like half the ship’s company were now 
suffering from venereal disease, and Cook decided to cruise 


8 Gibson sailed with Cook on his two subsequent voyages and never 
again deserted. He learned to speak Tahitian and became useful as an 
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for a while in the tropics to give them time to recover ber 
fore he turned again to the cold south. On the whole he 
could congratulate himself. The chief object of his mission 
was accomplished. He had made firm friends of the Tahi- 
tians, he had established a valuable port of call in the 
Pacific, and he had gathered some notable information 
about the South Sea island way of life. On Tahiti the first 
shock of contact was over. The slow and more penetrating 
shocks of familiarity still remained to come. 


The Noble Savage 


‘And now rose up,. indeed, within Natural History, some- 
thing new, something incomparably exciting, Man in the 
state of nature; the Noble Savage entered the study and the 
drawing room of Europe in naked majesty, to shake the 
preconceptions of morals and of politics.’ 

—Beaglehole 


Every age presumably dreams of escaping its bonds, but 
_ Europe in the seventeen-seventies seems to have been spe- 

cially ripe for the notion of an earthly paradise. Rousseau 

had written his Discours sur les arts et sciences in 1749, 

and for twenty years the theory of the simple and unso- 

phisticated man living in Arcady had intrigued philosophi- 

cal imagination. The discovery of Tahiti was the perfect 

dénouement, the apparent reality of the preconceived idea. 
_ The island was like one of those unseen stars which 
_ eventually come to light after the astronomers have proved 
that it must exist. 

We are dealing here with a time when the Far East was 

_ almost a closed book, when Africa was known only in out- 
line, and, most mysterious of all, the immense Pacific 
_ offered the possibility of anything. It could be haunted by 
_ demons and monsters but it could also be the abode of the 
_ blessed. And now Cook brought back the proof that it real- 
‘ly did exist, this golden island inhabited by happy, healthy, 
beautiful people whose every want was supplied by the trop- 
ical forest, and who, best of, all, knew nothing of the 
cramping sophistries of civilization. 

It was not until July 1771—two years after she had left 
_ Tahiti—that the Endeavour returned to England, having 
_ explored New Zealand and the eastern coast of Australia 
on the way. She had had an appalling time on the voyage 
lions) more than a third of the crew had died of dysentery 
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and malaria and other diseases, among them Monkhouse 
the surgeon, Tupia and Tayeto, the two Tahitians, Parkin". 
son the artist, Green the astronomer, Molyneux -the 
Master, and Lieutenant Hicks. Yet the journey had been so. 
remarkable that no one was much disposed to count the 
cost. Everyone wanted to hear about this new strange 
world in the Pacific. 

Banks and Solander—and it was generally regarded as 
their voyage, not Cook’s—were very much féted. They 
were carried off to George III for a royal interview, Ox- 
ford granted them both honorary degrees and Banks sat to 
Reynolds for his portrait. Banks with his wealthy and 
influential connections was soon away on the social round, 
and one can imagine the guests at a dinner party sitting en- 
thralled around the exuberant young man while he displayed 
the tattoo on his arm and recounted his adventures. John- 
son had him to lunch and he was persuaded to write a dis- 
tich on Wallis’s famous goat that had imperturbably 
returned from its second voyage round the world. It ran: 


Perpetua ambita bis terra praemia lactis 
Haec habet altrici Capra secunda Jovis.* 


The Royal Society was particularly gratified./ Quite 
apart from the results of the observation of Venus, Banks 
and Solander had brought back a thousand new species of 
plants, pressed or preserved in spirits, five hundred fish, 
five hundred skins of birds, and ‘insects innumerable’. 
Then there were the drawings of the unfortunate Parkinson 
to be worked up and engraved, hundreds of them depicting 
with a clear and beautiful line the plants, the fruits, the fish, 
the animals and the strange people of the Pacific. Then 
again there were all the native weapons and artifacts, the 
shields, spears, drums and fishing nets, Tahitian cloth, carv- — 
ings and ornaments, sea-shells and coral. For the etymolo- 
gists there were the vocabularies of new languages to study 
and for the geologists the specimens of many rocks. 

It was enough for Banks to launch himself as the pundit 

“of the new age of scientific exploration, enough to set up a 
1 Thus translated in Boswell: 

In fame scarce second to the nurse of J 

This goat, who twice the world had traversed round, 


Deserving both her masters’ care and love, 
Ease and perpetual pasture now has found. 
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sett herbarium in his house in New Burlington Street, 
enough to lead on to a general stirring up of interest in the 
Pacific and all its other mysteries that yet remained. 

Cook was not altogether overlooked. He too had an 
hour with the King, and he must have been elated to have 
heard from the Admiralty that ‘their Lordships extremely 
well approve of the whole of your proceedings and. . 
have great satisfaction in the account you have given them 
on the good behaviour of your Officers and Men... .’ His 
geographical and meteorological observations and his re- 
ports on the management of a ship in tropical waters were 
of the utmost value, and made it certain that he would be 
employed again. 

It was true that he had failed to find a southern conti- 
nent (Australia was not regarded as such), but his traverse 
of the Pacific had filled in a great blank space and had 
added many new islands to the map. 

But it was the philosophical aspects of Cook’s 
discoveries that especially intrigued people: if the Tahi- 
tians really were living such an idyllic life had one any right 
to distutb them? This was a matter that had already been 
taken up in France where Bougainville’s account of his 
voyage in La Boudeuse had just come out. It had instantly 
attracted the attention of the intellectuals, notably Diderot, 
the friend of Rousseau. In his Supplément au Voyage de 
Bougainville, Diderot raged against the wilful intrusion into 
pagan simplicity and happiness. What possible good, he 
demanded, could be brought to these people by Christian 
civilization with its overload of guilt, its hypocrisy, its 
-cold-climate strictures, its physical sickness and its ambi- 
tion? He warned the Tahitians that ‘one day they (the 
- Christians) will come, with crucifix in one hand and the 
dagger in the other to cut your throats or to force you to 
accept their customs and opinions; one day under their 
rule you will be almost as unhappy as they are’. And he 
goes on to speak of the ravages that will follow the 
~ ‘wretched caresses’ of the European sailors. 

Bougainville, as we have seen, was hardly in a position 
to supply the philosopher with all the facts about the is- 
land, and this was nothing more than the intellectual’s 
heart’s-cry for a return to natural innocence. But Bougain- 
yille’s romantic enthusiasm was infectious, the Rousseauian 
fervour took fire again, and Tahiti was a useful peg'on 
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which to hang an argument against Christian society. Why 


should not love govern all? Was it not natural sometimes”, 


for the brother to desire his sister, the father his daughter? 
Were we not, all of us, the incestuous descendants of 
Adam and Eve? Did we not constantly break the Christian 
commandments by committing adultery, by hating our 
neighbours, by piling up riches? Better to do away with all 
this cant and learn from the Tahitians how to live the sim- 
ple communal life in which no one starved, children were 
loved and the aged were never neglected. 

It was a powerful argument and it entirely overlooked 
the facts that the Tahitians were not necessarily incestuous, 
that they practised infanticide, that they were just as capa- 
ble of hating their neighbours as anybody else and that in 
the breaching of at least one of the Christian command- 
ments—thou shalt not steal—they were experts. Yet it was 
true, or at any rate true enough, that they appeared to be 
living without guilt, and that compared to the Europeans 
they were an amiable and amorous people who were now 
in danger of inheriting all the afflictions of the civilized 
world. Could you really blame the European sailors—or 
the philosophers for that matter—for succumbing to the 
delights, both real and imagined, of the enchanted island? 

Dr. Beaglehole has an apt comment on these matters. 
Writing of Webb and Gibson, the two marines who tried to 
desert from the Endeavour, he says: “The 18th century 
sailor was confronted by the obvious contrast between his 


foc’s’le and his work on one side, the unremitting demands — 


of virtual imprisonment with hard labour at sea, and on 
the other what Bougainville had called New Cythera. Is it 
too fanciful, that name having been mentioned—is it to 
labour the point too much, to consider in that century the 
‘attractions of the art of escape? Consider the nostalgic and 
sentimental magic of Watteau’s L’Embarquement pour 


Cythére, the sophisticated longing for the unreal, the © 


transmutation of classical mythology in the age of reason. 
~ But the unsophisticated Webb and Gibson did not need 
classical mythology, they were standing on the beach of the 


dream-world already, they walked ee into the golden — 


age and embraced their nymphs . 

Thus on both levels, the actual: and the philosophical, 
the island, or rather the idea of the island, seemed to fulfil _ 
a need of the time. 


“ 
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These issues were vigorously taken up in England when 
_ the official account of the Endeavour’s voyage came out in 
1773. The circumstances in which this publication—three 
‘massive volumes illustrated with engravings and maps— 

“were produced, were unusual. It was thought that Cook, a 
rough sailor, was not quite up to the business of writing up 
his own journal for general readership, and so Dr. John 
Hawkesworth, one of the literary figures of London and a 
friend of Dr. Johnson, was commissioned to do the work. 
In addition to Cook’s journal, he was given access to 
Banks’ papers, and for good measure he appended an ac- 
count of Wallis’ and other explorers’ voyages in the Pacific. 
Hawkesworth was paid a handsome fee of £6,000 for 
these labours, and in the main he carried them out as well 
as might be expected. But he was given somewhat to ani- 
madverting on his facts, and he was decidedly of the Di- 
derot-Bougainville school—he was all for the noble savage. 

Banks, particularly, supplied him with details of Obarea 
and the enticing Tahitian girls, and Hawkesworth made the 
most of them. 

Now a London which in addition to Johnson and 
Boswell contained such figures as Horace Walpole, Fanny 
Burney, Burke, Gibbon, Garrick, Sheridan, Fox and any 
number of highly sceptical wits, was hardly likely to let all 

_this romanticism go by the board. Walpole was one of the 
first in the field. ‘Captain Cook’s voyage,’ he wrote in a 
letter to the Countess of Ossory, ‘I have never read or in- + 
tend to read, I have seen the prints—a parcel of ugly faces, 
with lubber lips and flat noses, dressed as unbecomingly as 

if both sexes were ladies of the highest fashion; and rows 
of savages with backgrounds of palm-trees. Indeed I shall 
not give five guineas and a half—nay, they sell already for 

“nine, for such uncouth lubbers; nor do I desire to know 
how unpolished the north and south poles have remained 

ever since Adam and Eve were just such mortals.’ 

_ Soon too. Hawkesworth’s ‘lucious descriptions’ of free 

love on Tahiti brought out the moralists and satirists—it 
Was not easy to say which was which—in full cry. Banks’ 

_amours were an obvious target, and the law of libel in En- 
‘gland in the eighteenth century was not what it is now. In 

‘An Epistle from Mr. Banks, Voyager, Monster-Hunter 
and Amoroso’, Banks is made to speak to Obarea of the 

ildren she is supposed to have borne him— 
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‘.. . blest produce of thy charms, tg 
My image lives and prattles in thy arms.’ = 


And Obarea replies: 


‘The children grow in stature and in grace, 
While all their father blooms in either face. . . 
And when I weep I almost hear them say 

Why, cruel, went our Father far away; 


“Yet think at least my copious tears you see, 

And spare one thought from Botany for me. . . 
Think on the raptures which we once have known, 
And waft one sign to Otaheite’s throne.’ 


Then there was the damaging effect upon British morals 
of Hawkesworth’s frank account of Tahitian promiscuity: 


‘One page of Hawkesworth, in the cool retreat, 

Fires the bright maid with more than mortal heat: 
She sinks at once into the lover’s arms, 

Nor deems it vice to prostitute her charms; 

“T’ll do,” cries she, “What Queetis have done before”; 
And sinks, from principle, a common whore.’ 


It was the old business, not unknown at the present time, 
of purveying lubricity while pretending to denounce it, but 
no doubt these effusions—and there were a number of 
them printed anonymously—were a kind of corrective to 
over-sentimentality. Hawkesworth did, in fact, rather over- 
egg the pudding, Banks’ high-flown descriptions of Tahi- 
tian life were a little too ecstatic, and Bougainville had been 
carried away by his own eloquence. But there was more 
than envy, more than moral indignation, more even than — 
aesthetics, involved in the attack on_the explorers; by 
praising Tahitian manners so highly they were making a 
criticism of Christian Europe and of Christian education. 

-Tf Tahiti was so perfect a place as they claimed it was, then 
the idea of progress was nonsense; and this was intolerable, 
Unregenerate luxury of the South Sea island kind was im- 
moral and had to be denounced—otherwise how was one 
going to endure the hard humdrum life of the West? 2a 
It was suggested, moreover, that the rich shared the 7 
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essentials of life with the poor on Tahiti, and in these pre- 
French Revolution, pre-Marxist days this was a reproach 

_ to the established order of things in Europe where the most 
wretched poverty was accepted—perhaps enforced is the 
better word—as inevitable. From his safe and privileged 
perch at Strawberry Hill Horace Walpole could afford to 
speak of ‘uncouth lubbers’, and there were as yet no artists 
like Gauguin in the world to reveal his embarrassing pro- 
Vincialism. Johnson’s stand was what you would have ex- 
pected from a man who liked to find his whole world in 
London, or at all events no further off than the Mediterra- 
nean. He was not impressed by the noble savage; he 
thought one learned very little from a journey around the 
world, and he wondered why Banks had bothered to bring 
back with him innumerable insects when there were 
already plenty for him to study in England. 

But Boswell was much impressed by Cook. He met him 
at Sir John Pringle’s house some time after this, and he 
says he found him to be ‘a plain, sensible man with an un- 
common. attention to veracity. Sir John gave mean in- 
stance. It was supposed that Cook had said he had seen a 
nation of men like monkeys and Lord Monboddo had been 
very happy with this. Sir John happened to tell Cook of 
this. “No,” he said, “I-did not say they were like monkeys. 
I said their faces put me in mind of monkeys.” There was 
a distinction very fine but sufficiently perceptible. I talked 
with him a good deal today, as he was very obliging and 
communicative. He seemed to have no desire to make peo- 
ple stare, and being a man of steady moral principles, as I 

- thought, did not try to make theories out of what he had 
seen to confound virtue and vice . . . He said that a disre- 
gard of chastity in unmarried women was by no means 
general at Otaheite . .. It was curious to see Cook, a 

_ grave, steady man and his wife, a decent plump Englishwo- 

_ man, and think he was preparing to sail round the world.’ ’ 

— A few days later Pringle, Boswell and some others were 

: again with Cook at the Mitre, and Boswell sat next to the 
‘captain and talked to him throughout the meal. He was 

gratified to find that Cook was quite ready to admit that 

‘any study he and his shipmates made of the religion, gov- 

ernment and traditions of the South Sea islanders was like- 


_ #On his third and last voyage to his death in Hawaii in 1779. 
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ly to be superficial. Boswell permitted himself an atrocious’ 
pun on rising from the table: ‘I have had a good dinner,’ 
he said, ‘for I have had a good cook.’ 

The fact was that Cook had been much embarrassed by 
Hawkesworth. He had not been able to correct the text be- 
fore publication (though Hawkesworth said he had), and 
many of the observations and descriptions that had been 
ascribed to him were not his own at all. Now that Dr. 
Beaglehole has produced for us Cook’s own journal, few 
people will bother to read Hawkesworth’s volumes; the 
rough sailor’s account is incomparably the better of the 
two. Banks suffered just as much. His fresh and lively jour- 
nal was not published until long after his death and then in 
a form so bowdlerized by the editor, the eminent botanist 
Joseph Hooker, that Dr. Beaglehole has been moved to com- 
ment that the work was not so much a journal as a scene 
of carnage. 

Yet despite all this Hawkesworth’s book was an im- 
mense success. It was reprinted twice in 1773, an edition 
came out in America, and there soon followed translations 
into French, German, Italian and other languages. For the 
next ten years or more it was regarded as a sort of classic 
of South Sea island literature. So far as the world was con- 
cerned Hawkesworth was Cook and the engravings he 
printed were illustrations of what Cook had seen. This last 
was a serious aberration. It was not merely that no 
photographs were available—the camera was not to appear 
for more than half a century—but it was a question of 
whether or not the artists could depict what actually they 
saw. No one could quarrel with Parkinson’s splendid illus- 
trations of plants—these were scientific studies especially 
made for Banks and the botanists—but when the European 
landscapist and portraitist got to work it was a different 
matter. The temptation to paint the idea of Tahiti rather — 
than the reality was very strong, and it was an idea inter- 
preted in a European manner. In the Pacific the artist had 
no precedent to guide him, everything was new, the light, 
the strange vegetation, the colour of the sea, the Polynesian © 
. face and figure, the whole menagerie of outlandish animals 
and birds. To see these objects accurately, to divest himself 
of the European attitude, to refrain from the temptation to 
paint a pretty composition—this was the artist’s problem if — 
he was going to represent the Pacific without a 
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_ and it is hardly surprising that the weaker brethren fell 


along the way so that their breadfruit trees grew up into 
English oaks and their Tahitian girls were transformed into 
nymphs surrounded by classical waterfalls in a soft English 
light. 

_ But it was not the artists alone who, with the best of in- 
tentions, were depicting scenes that were half European 


_ and half Tahitian: the engravers of their works added their 
' own refinements, they tended to Europeanize the originals 


even more; and from the public point of view it was the 
engravings which counted. 

So then on both counts—in the written word and in the 
illustrations—a false, idealized impression of Tahiti was 
being built up, and not all Cook’s scientific data could cor- 
rect it. It is never very easy to stamp out a popular vogue; 


» when the satirists had had their way and the fashionable 

' derision had spent. its force people still wanted to know 

- more about Tahiti, they still clung to the romantic dream, 
they wanted it to be true. 


Fortunately for his peace of mind Cook, for the mo- 
ment, knew little or nothing of all this. Long before 
Hawkesworth’s book came out he was making plans to sail 


' again. This time he was to have two vessels. The Drake 
_ was another converted Whitby collier of 462 tons and 12 
' guns and she had a company of 118 men. This was to be 
’ Cook’s ship. Her companion, the Raleigh, 336 tons and 10 


guns, had a crew of 83 and was commanded by Lieutenant 


_ Tobias Furneaux, whose chief qualification was that he 


had sailed with Wallis in the Dolphin. The Spaniards still 
made general claims to the Pacific, and since there was no 


point in upsetting them unnecessarily, the names Drake 


- and Raleigh, which were anathema in Madrid, were altered 


to Resolution and Adventure. 
Banks was also eager to sail again, and he arranged to 


_ take with him a suite of fifteen which was to include Solan- 
_ der, two horn players, and the celebrated painter Zoffany, 
_ who was engaged at £1,000 for the voyage. Cook had to 


be turned out of the main cabin to accomodate them all, 
and a separate roundhouse was built on the Resolution’s 
_ deck for his own use. This was the cause of a major set- 
back; on sailing down the Thames the ship proved to be 


_ top-heavy and in danger of capsizing. This left no alterna- 


tive but to remove the sons souse and for them all to pack : 
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into the original deck space as best they could. Banks was _ 
furious when he heard the news; his equipment was already ~ 
stowed on board, he had spent £5,000 on it, and he was 
determined to have his horn players. We are told that he 
stamped his foot with rage on the dock, and when his 
protests to the Admiralty proved unavailing he withdrew 
from the expedition altogether. Zoffany, much 
disappointed, went off to Italy instead, a sound move in 
Walpole’s opinion: ‘This . . . is better than his going to 
draw naked savages and be scalped by that wild man, 
Banks.’ Dr. Beaglehole remarks, ‘What this master of the 
theatrical and domestic conversation piece would have 
made of icebergs and Tahitians it is hard to say.’ (But we 
have an idea. Zoffany lived to paint his ‘Death of Captain 
Cook’, and it is a composition in the historico-classical 
manner that fits in perfectly with the prevailing mood of 
the 1770s.) Banks himself went off on a private expedition 
to Iceland. 

William Hodges, the painter chosen to replace Zoffany, 
was a man of very considerable talents whose seascapes 
were to prove something of a milestone in the aesthetic 
struggle to come to terms with the colour and the light of 
the Pacific. Then there was a formidable team of scientific 
observers. John Reinhold Forster, the Resolution’s natural- 
ist, a man of mixed Scottish-Prussian descent, was as un- 
like Banks as anyone could possibly be: he was a tiresome, 
rather mean-spirited pedant and a prude. Dr. Beaglehole 
speaks of his ‘miscellaneous low-powered scientific writing’. 
Yet he was widely read, he examined everything he saw 
- with a grammarian’s precision and his curiousity was end- 
less. His son, George Forster, who accompanied him on 
the voyage, was an excellent draughtsman as well as a 
natural philosopher of sufficient calibre to become in later 
years a strong influence on Alexander von Humboldt. 

The Resolution’s astronomer, William Wales, might be 
described as ah urbane provincial, he stood square on his — 
Yorkshire background, he looked in later life like Mr. — 
Pickwick and he read the classics; a likeable man on the © 
whole, and he was a precise and able scientist. A second 
astronomer, William Bayly, was carried in the Adventure, 
and Banks’ two horn-players were replaced by a Scottish 
marine who could play the bagpipes. 

Among Cook’s officers there were Charles Clerke who 
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had sailed with Cook on the first voyage, a sprightly man 
and a very “competent navigator, Richard Pickersgill, who 
Was also in the Endeavour and who is described as ‘a good 
officer and astronomer but liking ye grog’, Fanny Burney’s 
brother James, who had been at sea since the age of ten, 
George Vancouver, who later was to become a notable ex- 
plorer in his own right, Richard Grindall, an able seaman 
who was to rise to the rank of admiral and command the 
Prince at Trafalgar, and half a dozen midshipmen aged 
around fourteen, several of whom were to make their 
names in the years ahead. It was already a great thing to 
sail with Cook. Among ordinary seamen, however, in this 
age of the press-gang, voyaging in the Pacific still had no 
very strong appeal; no Jess than fifty-eight deserted from 
the Resolution and another thirty-seven from the Adven- 
ture before they sailed, and replacements had to be found. 

Profiting from the experiences of his last voyage, Cook . 
took with him, in addition to the usual biscuit and salt beef 
and pork, large quantities of salted cabbage, marmalade of 
carrots, and extract of oranges and lemons. Meat~was 
served three or four times a week, and every day each man 
had a pound of biscuits, as much small beer as he could 
drink, and one pint of wine or half a pint of brandy, rum 
or arrack. The ships were also able to distil a small quanti- 
ty of salt water. 

Cook’s orders this time were to penetrate as far south as 
possible towards the undiscovered Pole, and he was to re- 
tire to the tropics during the long Antarctic winter so as to 
continue his search for the elusive southern continent and 


_to recruit his vessels in ‘some known place to the North- 


ward’. This meant Tahiti..On July 13th, 1772, precisely a 
year after the Endeavour’s return, they sailed from Plym- 
outh. 
At Madeira, their first port of call, a strange matter 
came to light, and indicated that perhaps the satirists had 
not been too hard on Banks after all. ‘Three days before 
we arrived,’ Cook wrote to a friend, ‘a person left the is- 
jJand who went by the name of Burnett. He had been wait- 


ing for Mr. Banks’ arrival about three months. At first he 
_ said he had come here for the recovery of his health, but 


afterwards said his intention was to go out (on the voyage) 


4 with Mr. Banks. To some he said he was unknown to this 


Boeeeeman: to others he said that it was s by his appointment 
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he came here as~he could not be received on board in Eh- |. 
gland. At last when he heard: that Mr. Banks did not go, he ~ 
took the very first opportunity to get off the island. He was 
about thirty years of age and rather ordinary than other- 
wise, and employed his time botanizing, etc. Every part of 
Mr. Burnett’s behaviour and every action tended to prove 
that he was a woman.’ 


The Familiarity 


Cook was to make three more visits to Tahiti. On this sec- 
ond voyage he called at the island twice; for sixteen days in 
August, 1773, and then for three weeks in April and May 
1774. On his third and last journey to the Pacific he stayed 
at Matavai Bay for six weeks in August and September 
1777. Thus we have a fairly full record of the island dur- 
ing this early period when it hovered in a sort of social 
adolescence, still clinging to its safe and familiar ways and 
yet drawn forward to the hard awakening that lay ahead. 
On the voyage down to the Cape the Resolution lost one 
man overboard, two of the midshipmen in the Adventure 
died, probably of pneumonia, and a stowaway from Ma- 
deira was discovered. It was a great source of confidence 
for Cook to have two vessels, and whenever they were be- 
calmed alone there in the empty Atlantic the Adventure’s 
officers rowed across to pass the day with him. They spent 
nearly a month refreshing at Capetown, and then in No- 
vember plunged directly down into the unknown frozen 
south, gradually edging their way around the polar ice 
“from west to east. By March 1773 the winter was closing 
in on them, and Cook turned north, at first to New Zea- 
land, and then into the tropics of the Pacific. They picked 
up the trades and made over 100 miles a day. A little more 
than a year out from England they were sailing up to the 
southeastern coast of Tahiti. It was a most beautiful morn- 
__ing and the sun was just coming up. 
“A faint breeze only,’ George Forster tells us, ‘wafted a - 
delicious perfume from the land and curled the surface of 
_ the sea.’ 
It was soon evident that the Tahitian flair for sensuous 
_ melodrama with comical undertones was as strong as ever. 
_ Directly the ships were close enough a swarm of naked — 
_ girls, aged mostly around nine or ten, the Tahitian age of | 
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puberty, swam out through the surf and climbed on boat “~ 
Presently a chieftain with his wife and two sisters came 
alongside the Resolution in a canoe, and there was much en- 
quiry after Banks (though a strange indifference to the fate 
of Tupia and his poor boy Tayeto). One of the sisters, For- 
ster relates, ‘took a particular fancy to a pair of sheets 
which she saw spread on one of the beds and made a num- 
ber of fruitless attempts to obtain them from her conduc- 
tor. He proposed a special favor as a condition; she hesitat- 
ed for some time and at last with seeming reluctance con- 
sented; but when the victim was just led to the altar of Hy- 
men the ship struck violently on the reef and interrupted 
the solemnity.” 

What had happened was that the land breeze had 
dropped and a strong current had drifted them on to the 
coral. For a while the two ships rocked helplessly together - 
in the swell in imminent danger of colliding and of holing 
themselves on the reef, but providentially the breeze sprang 
up again and they were able to stand off. It was so bad a 
crisis that Cook, hoarse with shouting and weak from 

in (he was suffering from a stomach disorder at the 

), had to revive himself with brandy. When it was all 
over the young officer who had attempted to seduce the 
chieftain’s sister hurried back to his cabin but both the girl 
and the sheets were gone. 

This incident occurred on the east coast of the island, 
and soon afterwards Cook moved his ships round to his old 
anchorage at Matavai Bay. Here he was instantly 
recognized and the Tahitians swarmed on board to em- 
brace -him and to swathe him in folds of coloured cloth. 
Trussed up like a cocoon he was forced to stand for hours, 
sweltering on his quarter-deck, while the welcoming cere- 
mony went on. ‘A great number of women of the lowest — 
class,” Forster says, ‘having been engaged by our sailors 
Temained on board at sunset . . . The evening therefore 
~ was as completely dedicated to mirth and pleasure as if we 
had lain at Spithead instead of O-Taheite.’ The girls danced 
to the flute, the sailors responded by performing the horn- — 
pipe to the music of the bagpipes, and then all retired be- 
low. 

Cook was disposed to be lenient. His men had had a 
fearful time among the icebergs, and in the Adventure, 
where Furneaux had not enforced a vegetable diet, Fars» 
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were suffering from scurvy. Like stricken insects they 
crawled around the decks and they were desperately in 
need not only of fresh fruit and meat but of all the kind- 
ness the islanders could show them. In the morning Cook 
began to get his sick ashore, once again the officers and 
gentlemen bathed in the mountain streams and strolled 
through the plantations with the sapphire-blue parakeets 
flying overhead; and it seemed that the island was as beau- 
tiful, as hospitable and as peaceful as ever. 

They were soon disillusioned. Since the Endeavour’s vis- 
it four years before two disastrous civil wars had been 
fought between Greater and Little Tahiti, venereal disease 
had added to the general destitution, and now many of 
Cook’s old friends were dead. The breadfruit tree was not 
in season and hardly any fresh provisions were offered for 
sale. Cook wrote in his journal, ‘This fine island, which in 
the years 1767 and 1768 swarmed, as it were, with hogs 
and fowls, is now so scarce of these animals that hardly 
anything will induce the owners to part with them.’ He 
sought out Obarea, that ‘fat, bouncing, good-looking dame’ 
of other days and found her miserably poor and wretched. 
In the reshuffle for power she and her immediate family 
had been superseded by her nephew, a young man named 
Tu. It was also revealed that during the time Cook had 
been away a Spanish ship, the Aguila, had called at Tahiti 


‘and had imported a form of gastric influenza into the is- 


land. 

Now while the Europeans were undoubtedly to blame 
for the diseases, the war at first sight could hardly be laid 
to their account. Wars—and of a particularly bitter kind 
involving the killing of women and children and the sac- 
rifice of prisoners—were no rarity in the island, and up to 
this time no firearms had been introduced. Yet there was a 
stirring here of something new. It had been a valuable 
thing in 1769, a matter of prestige, for Obarea and her 
friends to have had a great ship like the Endeavour with its 
guns anchored off their coast, and to be on intimate terms 
with its crew. It may well have given them political ambi- 
tions and have encouraged the desire for war. Already we 
find Cook writing in his journal, ‘. . . we debauch their 


morals already prone to vice and we introduce among 


them wants and perhaps diseases which they never before 


“knew and which serve only to disturb that happy tranquilli- 
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ty they and their forefathers had enjoyed. If anyone denies* 
the truth of this assertion let him tell what the natives of 
the whole extent of America have gained by the commerce 
they had had with Europeans.’ 
So now, despairing of provisioning his ships, he did what 
he could to cement his friendship with young Tu, and then 
sailed off to Huahine and the other islands in the Society 
group where conditions were more settled, and hogs and 
other supplies were still to be had. Furneaux took with him 
in the Adventure the young man Omai who had been 
wounded six years before in Wallis’ initial skirmishes with 
the Tahitians. 
Eight months later Cook was back from his second 
tremendous sweep through the south polar seas—and one 
pauses here to note the extraordinary circumstances of this 
voyage. He was moving between the two extremes of 
nature, Tahiti, one of the most luxurious places on earth, 
and the Antarctic with its frightening icy perfection, 
between the green jungle and the white abstraction. 
Neither place holds him for very long. The Antarctic, seen 
from the tropics, exerts its challenging attractions, its 
excitement, its dangers, its serene isolation and its detach- 
ment—but then, after a few’months in the outrageous cold, 
he is driven north again to the food and companionship of 
the lovely island. And this time it does not fail him. Almost 
miraculously everything had changed. Provisions were to 
be had in abundance, new huts and canoes were every- 
where in building and Obarea was her old self again. There 
was nothing in particular to which one could ascribe this 
return to prosperity; a spell of peace and the natural 
resilience of the tropics had apparently done the work, but 
the change must have been very great since we find Cook 
writing about the island with all the exuberance he and 
Banks had had when he first arrived there five years before. 
_ The Resolution was now badly in need of a respite. She 

had parted company with the Adventure in a storm off 
New Zealand, scurvy had broken out, Cook himself had 
been dangerously ill with an acute: infection of the gall- 
bladder, and all the crew were weary and eager for rest. Tu 
did everything he could to help. Once again the tents were 
set up for the sick at Fort Venus, crowds appeared every 
morning with fresh fruit, and so many hogs were offered 
for sale that a sty had to be set up on shore. In the Resolu- 
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tion, according to the younger Forster, ‘the excesses of the 
night were incredible’. So many girls came on board there 
Were not enough sailors to go round, the dancing was con- 
tinuous and the ‘gorging’ by the girls of the roast pork pro- 
vided by their lovers, a wonder to behold. Prices had gone 
up. Having got all the nails they wanted the Tahitians be- 
gan to ask for clothing, and Cook remarks wryly that the 
girls left the ship in the morning dressed in the sailors’ 
shirts only to return in the evening wearing rags. Soon 
even shirts were not enough, but Cook by a lucky chance 
had obtained on the voyage a quantity of red parrot feath- 
ers which were sacred objects in Tahiti. For these feathers 
the Tahitians were ready to sell anything or indeed do any- 
thing; in the hope of obtaining just one of them the wife of 
a chief, with her husband’s approval, offered herself to 
Cook. (“My spirits,’ says the senior Forster, ‘were damped 
by this unexpected scene of immorality and selfishness.’) 
There were the usual disturbances: when a thief stole a 
water-cask Cook managed to persuade Tu and the chiefs 
that he should be punished with two dozen lashes of the 
cat-o-nine tails—an ordeal which the Tahitian crowd 
watched with horror but which the man bore ‘with great 
firmness’. Cook was increasingly confident in his dealings 
with the islanders; as he grew to know them better he treat- 
ed them almost as though they were white men and his 
equals. He was well aware that in a crisis only his guns and 
his firearms made him safe, and that even these would be 
ineffective if used too frequently: ‘they (the Tahitians) 
were very sensible of the superiority they have over us in 
numbers and no one knows what an enraged multitude 
may do’. 
In Tu he had a considerable supporter. At first he had 
described him as a ‘timorous Prince’, but the young man 
was a good deal more than that. He had fought in the war 
against Little Tahiti and had taken to the mountains when 
his side had been defeated. But he had reappeared at the 

tight moment to take advantage of the peace, and 
although he was still no more in the ruling hierarchy than 
chief among equals, he was politically astute, he was one 
of those men who have the power of survival because they 
have the ability to wait for their opportunities, and now he 
very deliberately cultivated Cook for the prestige it would 
give him on the island. For both sides it was a question of 


Ss 


~ 


68 Tahiti 


compromise and synthesis, and if the Tahitians Were | 
changing so were the Englishmen as well. 

For men like the astronomer William Wales the bloom 
of the noble savage idea was wearing off, and it was being 
replaced by a much more matter-of-fact approach. Wales 
derides Bougainville and his ‘warm imagination’ for making 
the island sound like ‘Mahomet’s Paradise’. It was no more 
beautiful, he claims, than England (and perhaps it has to 
be conceded that the England of the eighteenth century was 
a much more beautiful place than it is now). He thought 
too that the physical attractions of the inhabitants had been 
much exaggerated: their women were too small, their 
features too masculine, their complexion was ‘a light olive 
or rather a deadish yellow’, their black hair ‘cut short in 
the bowl-dish fashion of the country people in England’, 
their eyes-lively but ‘rather too prominent for my liking’, 
their noses flat, their mouths wide and their lips thick. 
Their teeth were good and ‘the breasts of the young wo- 
men before they have had children are very round and 
beautiful, but those of the old ones hang down to their na- 
vels’. As for the Tahitian dancing—‘The wriggling of their 
hips, especially as set off with such a quantity of furbelows, 
is too ludicrous to be pleasing and the distortion of their 
mouths is really disagreeable’. Nor was he much beguiled 
by the Tahitian heavas—the plays enacted by the arioi— 
in which ‘the intimacies between the sexes were carried to 
great lengths’. On the other hand, he defends the women’s 
virtue; wives, he says, were seldom offered by their hus- 
bands to the British sailors, and most of the unmarried 
girls were very careful as to whom they slept with. It was 
only the prostitutes who came on board—and where was 
the difference in all this to the women of Plymouth docks 
or of the Thames-side at Wapping? 

This, to some extent, is the dyed-in-the-wool attitude of 
the conservative Englishman, and Wales no doubt would 
have been more indulgent if the Tahitians had been less eu- 
logized by the early explorers. Yet his remarks are interest- 
ing because they are the beginning of a more critical 
approach to the South Pacific legend; he is no longer 
caught up in the wonder of discovery, he makes judge- 
ments about what he sees. The Resolution, moreover, on 
this long voyage had taken the British to other Pacific is- 
lands, and it was now possible to make comparisons. Wales, 
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for instance, was inclined to think (and with some reason) 
that the inhabitants of the Marquesas to the north-east of 
Tahiti were better-looking people than the Tahitians, just 
as the New Zealand maoris were more advanced in their 
carving and other crafts. Little by little too it was begin- 
ning to emerge that there were at least two distinct races 
inhabiting the Pacific islands, the Polynesian or Tahitian 
type, and the Melanesians living in the archipelagos to the 
north-east of Australia. The Melanesians were darker and 
more thickset than the Polynesians, their hair was woolly 
and they lacked the Polynesian grace; they opposed, as it 
were, a Teutonic heaviness to the Latin ebullience of the 
_Tahitians. One could afford to be comic about the Mela- 
nesian primitiveness. We find Clerke writing of the New 
Caledonians: ‘When we found them they were totally 
naked to the penis which was wrapped up in leaves, and 
whatever you gave them, or they by any means obtained, 
was immediately applied there . . . I gave one of them a 
stocking—and he very deliberately pulled it on there—I 
then gave him a string of beads; with it he tied the stocking 
up—lI then presented him with a medal which he immedi- 
ately hung to it—in short, let that noble part be well 
decorated and fine, they’re perfectly happy and _ totally 
indifferent about the state of the rest of the body.’ 
Such bawdiness would never have been applied by the 
Resolution’s diarists to the sophisticates of Matavai Bay. 
The Forsters were also able to make a more scientific 
appraisal of the islanders than any of their predecessors 
had done; indeed, it is only fair to acknowledge the father 
- as a pioneer in the social anthropology and comparative 
study of native peoples in the Pacific. The son was inclined 
to think that the excesses that occurred when the Resolu- 
tion put into the island were more the fault of the bestial 
British sailors than of the Tahitians, and he reinforces 
Wales’ point that only the lowest class of women were in- 
volved. However, he permitted himself this lyrical and less 
than scientific note: 

‘*A kind of happy uniformity runs through the whole life 
of the Tahitians. They rise with the sun, and hasten to riv- 
ets and fountains, to perform an ablution equally reviving 
and cleanly. They pass the morning at work, or walk about 
until the heat of the day increases, when they retreat to 

their dwellings, or repose under some tufted tree. There they 
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amuse themselves with smoothing their hair, and anoint it 


with fragrant oils; or they blow the flute, and sing to it, or 
listen to the songs of the birds. At the hour of noon, or a 
little later, they go to dinner. After their meals they resume 
their domestic amusements, during which the flame of 
mutual affection spreads in every heart, and unites the ris- 
ing generation with new and tender ties. The lively jest, 
without ill-nature, the artless tale, the jocund dance and 
frugal supper, bring on the evening; and another visit to 
the river concludes the actions of the day. Thus contented 
with their simple way of life, and placed in a delightful 
country, they are free from cares, and happy in their igno- 
rance.’ 


This is taking us right back to the enthusiasm of Bougain- 


ville and Banks, and with embellishments, and one has- 
tens to add that young Forster was not always as ecstatic as 
this. Yet it was perfectly true that there was still much to 
admire in the Tahitian civilization, not only in its primi- 
tiveness but its accomplishments as well. At the time of 
this second visit of the Resolution Tu and his advisers were 
preparing an expedition against the neighbouring island of 
Moorea, and the Englishmen were treated to an astonish- 
ing spectacle, a review in which no fewer than 330 canoes 
took part, some of them almost as long as the Resolution 
herself, and it was estimated that they were manned by 
nearly 8,000 men. The painting by Hodges now in Admi- 
talty House gives one an idea of the scope of this display— 
the banners floating from the immensely high, carved 


prows, the arioi and the chiefs riding in the stern and got 
up in fantastic feathered head-dresses and coloured robes, © 


the myriad warriors brandishing their spears, the multitude 
of people watching from the shore. It was a high moment 
in the island’s history, a demonstration of what purely na- 
tive art could achieve without the aid of Europeans. And 
in fact the synthesis with the west had not gone far in 
1774. The handful of foreign ships that had visited the is- 
land in the previous seven years. may have created an 
underlying unrest, but there were no real inroads on Tahi- 
tian culture as yet. Nails and hatchets had been distributed, 
together with a few clothes and harmless trinkets such as 
beads. European liquor had been offered to the chiefs and 


most of them had turned away from it in disgust. They had 
stolen muskets which they did not know how to use and “ 
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which in any case they were forced to return. Except for a 
few pumpkins and melons none of the seeds imported by 
Banks had flourished, and of the livestock only some goats 
left behind by Furneaux were breeding. Cook now, rather 
whimsically (perhaps he wanted to get rid of them), land- 
ed twenty cats, but roast cat was never to be a Tahitian 
delicacy as roast dog was. 

Except for one man who Cook had taken down to the 
Antarctic no Tahitian had returned from the outside world 
to regale his countrymen with the wonders he had seen: 
Tupia and his boy were dead, another man taken off by 
Bougainville had died of smallpox at Madagascar when he 
was being brought back from France, and Omai, the Tahi- 
tian who had sailed with Furneaux in the Adventure, had 
not yet reached England. No white man had yet taken up 
permanent residence on the island. Thus the long down- 
slide into western civilization had still not really begun, and 
the Tahitian virtues as well as their vices remained 
peculiarly their own. Yet the mutual attraction between the 
islanders and the Englishmen was very great and obviously 
was going to become stronger. When the Resolution was 
about to leave a number of young Tahitians came to Cook 
and begged to be allowed to go with him, and at the same 
time many of the English sailors longed to stay on the is- 
land. One of them, an Irishman named John Marra, actu- 
ally attempted to do so. 

Marra was an interesting case. He was a particularly 
troublesome and footloose character. whom Cook had 
picked up in Batavia in 1770 when he was returning to 
England in the Endeavour. He had sailed again in the 
Resolution—had probably been forced to sail-—and on the 
voyage had been constantly confined or flogged for inso- 
lence, drunkenness and mutinous behaviour. But he was 
quite a literate character and a good seaman. Now, as the 
Resolution sailed away from Matavai Bay, he jumped 
overboard and swam to a canoe which, by previous ar- 
rangement, had come out to meet him. One of the Resolu- 
tion’s boats was launched and picked him up, but again he 
jumped and again was recovered. Cook was much less se- 
vere with him than he had been with Webb and Gibson, the 
two marines who had attempted to desert on his first visit 
to the island; he merely put him in irons for the night. 
And now he wrote in his journal: ‘I know not if he might 
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not have obtained my consent if he had applied for it in “ 


proper time. I never learnt that he had either friends or 
connection to confine him to any particular part of the 
world, all nations were alike to him; where [could] such a 
man spend his days better than at one of these isles where, 
in one of the finest climates in the world, he can enjoy all 
the necessaries and some of the luxuries of life in ease and 
plenty?’ 

George Forster also spared a thought for the unhappy 
Marra: ‘It was highly probable that, immediately on his 
return to England, instead of indulging in repose those 
_ limbs which had been tossed from pole to pole, he would 
be placed in another ship where the same fatigues, noctur- 
nal watches and unwholesome food would still fall to his 
share; or though he were allowed to solace himself for a 
few days after a long series of hardships he must expect to 
be seized in the midst of his enjoyments and to be dragged, 
an unwilling champion, to the defence of his country; to be 
cut off in the flower of his age, or to remain miserably crip- 
pled, with only half his limbs, might be the alternatives to 
which he would be reduced. But supposing he should es- 
cape these misfortunes, still he must earn his subsistence in 
England at the expense of labour and in the sweat of his 
_ brow when this eldest curse of mankind is scarcely felt at 
Taheitee.’ * 

This was putting things in too dismal a light. Yet there 
was food for the philosophers in all this. Was the European 
sailor’s lot so hateful and physical love on this beautiful is- 
land so strong that men were willing to give up all prospect 
of seeing their homes and families again? Despite the 
opposing evidence of Wales there was something infinitely 
appealing to most men about the Tahitian girl, something 


_ gentle as well as ardent, the embodiment of femininity in — 


_ the smiling eyes and mouth, the bright hibiscus flower in 
the black hair, the bare feet and the smooth brown skin. 
For the sailor she had the important attribute of being 
available and she was affectionate as well. 

. On the other hand, if Tahiti was so paradisical a place, 


why had so many of the natives been so eager to sail with — 
Cook, even though they were warned that they could never — 
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be brought back? Could it be that the dolce far niente exis- 
tence could also become a decline into intolerable bore- 
dom, and that man, in addition to a fundamental sense of 
guilt, suffers also from a fundamental discontent? Or was it 
simply that human curiosity, the desire for change and ad- 
venture, was stronger than a sense of security, and that all 
these men were young and did not stop to think that the 
breaking of their traditional ties would probably be 
forever? 

At all events, Cook now sailed away without allowing 
any Tahitian to embark for England, and in July 1775— 
three years after setting out—we find him back in Plym- 
outh. This time he had not lost a single man through sick- 
ness. Again there was the excitement at his return: ‘A glo- 
rious voyage,’ cries Solander in a letter to Banks. The Res- 
olution had brought back ‘curiosities’ galore: a shriveled 
human head, three live Tahitian dogs, maps and charts for 
King George delineating his new possessions in the 
Pacific, casks filled with bird skins and other specimens for 
Banks, innumerable sketches by Hodges, and a mass of sci- 
entific observations. 

Now finally at the age of forty-six the Yorkshire labour- 
ers son had arrived, and there could be no question 
whatever about where the credit for the voyage lay: it was 
Cook whom everyone wanted to meet. A sinecure was 
found for him, a jump in rank and an appointment as a 
captain at Greenwich Hospital with a salary of £200 a 
year. Yet soon he was remarking ruefully, ‘a few months 
‘ago the whole Southern hemisphere was hardly big enough 
for me, and now I am going to be confined within the lim- 
its of Greenwich Hospital, which are far too small for an 
active mind like mine. I must, however, confess that it is a 
fine retreat and a pretty income, but whether I can bring 
_ myself to like ease and retirement, time will show.’ 

It took less than twelve months. There never could have 
-been any likelihood of his hanging on at Greenwich; he 
_ was far gone with the discoverer’s disease, he had the habit 
: of risk and he could not give it up. Omai, the Tahitian 
whom Furneaux had brought to England, had to be 
- returned to his home, and the Admiralty decided that this 
mission should be extended to an exploration of the North 
Pacific—a voyage which might also reveal whether or not 
a peoettest Passage existed across the SR pelt seas. 
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Cook was the obvious commander, and on July 12th, 
1776, only twelve months after his return, he set out once” 
more. 

He carried with him in the Resolution as first lieutenant 
his old shipmate, John Gore, and the Master was a promis- 
ing young navigator, William Bligh. Charles Clerke was 
advanced to the command of the sister ship, the Discovery, 
and the artist was John Webber, the son of a Swiss sculp- 
tor. The ships took with them a rather troublesome cargo 
of English livestock which George Ii]—Farmer George— 
wished to present to Tu. 

Then there was Omai. He had had an extraordinary time 
in England, and he is worth considering here for a moment . 
since he was to be the first Tahitian to return from the civi- 
lized world to his native land. He was not a very 
impressive young man, nor was he, as it was pretended, of 
noble birth. But he was fairly bright, he was biddable, and 
he had been a wonderful rarity in London. Furneaux’s first 
act on his return had been to hand him over to Banks, who 
could speak Tahitian and who had been very ready to dis- 
play this prime specimen of South Sea island life. He had 
dressed him up in a frogged coat and sword, had taught 
him a few words of English, and had launched him into 
the social round; he had dined with Dr. Johnson (who 
found his behaviour elegant), had been to the theatre to 
see Garrick, had visited the House of Lords and at 
Christmas had spent several weeks at Hinchinbroke with 
Lord Sandwich. He had even been introduced to George 
Ill (when he came out with, ‘How do, King Tosh?’). Reyn- 
olds had painted him nobly swathed in turban and robes, 
Nathaniel Dance had sketched him with equal grandeur 
(though clutching a wooden stool), and William Parry had 
depicted him in a formally posed group with Banks and 
Solander. 

‘We dined with him at the Duke of Gloucester’s,’ Solan- 
der wrote. ‘At going away the Duchess gave him her pock- 
et-handkerchief, which he properly received with thanks, 
_and observing her name marked’ upon it, he took an op- 
portunity, when she looked at him, to kiss it.’ 

Fanny Burney had been entranced with this ‘lyon of 
lyons’; he had been irresistible the way he was forever 
jumping up and bending over the ladies’ hands. He had 
seemed, she had written, ‘to shame education, for his man- 
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_ hers are so extremely graceful, and he is so polite, attentive 
and easy that you would have thought he came from some 
foreign court . .. I think this shows how much more 
Nature can do without art than art, with all her refining, 
unassisted by Nature.’ Decidedly Miss Burney was on the 
side of the noble savage school. 

_ There had been a break in these enjoyments; the young 
man had been inoculated against smallpox and had only 
recovered after a long and serious convalescence in the 
country. But then he had gone off again with his fashion- 
able protectors: up to Yorkshire to shoot grouse with 
Banks, back to London for lunch with the Burneys, down 
the channel in the Admiralty yacht. George III had given 
him a pension, and he had become so accustomed to En- 
glish ways that he had been able to set up on his own in 
lodgings. in Warwick Street. It was hoped that when Cook 
returned him to Tahiti he would regale his countrymen 
with all the wonders he had seen, and gifts were showered 
upon him from every side: a wardrobe of fine clothes, a 
portable organ, an electrical machine, a suit of armour, 
and a battery of pots, pans and cutlery. 

All this was very well in its way, but it rather over- 
Strained Omai’s capacities as an entrepreneur of western 
culture in the Pacific. However, for the moment he was 
happy enough in his berth in the Resolution, and a fairly 
uneventful voyage brought the ship back to Tahiti in Au- 
gust 1777. 

In many ways Cook’s last visit to the island is the 
most interesting of all, since we now begin to see its future 
taking shape. The first thing that he heard when he got 
ashore on the north-eastern coast was that the Spaniards 
had been back. They had arrived 1n two vessels, the Aguila 
and another, and had landed a party of priests and their 
attendants who had remained for ten months before they 
were taken off. This was a distinct jump forward in the Eu- 
ropean intrusion, for while the Spaniards had been very 
correct in their dealings with the Tahitians—none of their 
sailors was allowed to have any contact with the women— 
they had attempted to convert the people to Christianity, 
and they had claimed the island for Spain. Cook went to 
see the house they had built, the first European house (if 
you except Fort Venus) to be erected on Tahiti. It was 
made of prefabricated timber and consisted of just two 


a oe 


* 


pee 
—- «) 7T 


76 = Tahiti 


bare rooms in which a bedstead, a table and one or two. 
other pieces of furniture had been abandoned. A cross .was 
planted on the ground outside, and on it had been carved 
the words 


CHRISTUS VINCIT 
CAROLUS III IMPERAT. 1774. 


This was not very alarming. For one reason or another— 
one suspects the massive indolence of the Tahitians had 
something to do with it—the venture had obviously failed. 
Still, one can understand Cook being piqued, especially 
when he heard that the Spaniards had warned the Tahi- 
tians against the British, and had told them that any British 
ship that came to this part of the coast should be sent away 
as it was Spanish property. To make it quite clear that the 


British had prior rights Cook added his own inscription to 
the cross: 


GEORGIUS TERTIUS REX 
ANNIS 1767 


(the year of Wallis’ arrival); and then the dates of his own 
visits: 


1769, 1773, 1774 & 1777. 


This was, perhaps, a primitive piece of claim-staking, 
but Spain and England were on the verge of war at this 
time, and it was quite possible that the Aguila would return 
to Tahiti. 

Moving around to Matavai Bay with his two ships, Cook 
found that Obarea was dead, but Tu was still there and the 
island more prosperous than ever. Their expedition against 
Moorea of three years before had not succeeded, but they 
were preparing to try again, and they overwhelmed Cook 
with compliments and provisions in the hope that he would 

_join them in the enterprise: a thing he absolutely refused to 
do. Red feathers were still the rage, and little or nothing 
could be bought with nails, beads and other European 
trinkets—indeed, the principal men had acquired so many 
of these articles that what they really wanted were wooden 
chests to keep them in. Cook got his carpenter to run up a 
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_ particularly solid box for Tu; it was big enough for two 
men to sleep on top of at night, the only really effective 
guard against thieves. Furneaux’s goats were thriving, and 

_ although we heard nothing of Cook’s cats a gander given to 

_ Obarea by Wallis ten years earlier was still surviving, and 
the Spaniards had left a bull behind them. To these Cook 
now added a bull of his own, three cows, a horse and a 

' Mare, a number of sheep and European pigs, two turkeys, 
a gander and three geese, a drake and four ducks. A fruit 
and vegetable garden was also planted. The horses, the first 
seen on Tahiti, were a great wonder, and Cook and Clerke 
were followed by crowds as they rode around Matavai 
beach. 

There were no thefts or disagreements on this occasion 
(mainly because Tu planted his own guards around the 
British encampment), and Cook, who could now speak 
enough Tahitian to make himself understood, settled down 
amongst them, dining in their huts and entertaining them 
on board the Resolution, almost as if he were at home in 

_ England. When he had a rheumatic pain in his legs twelve 
Tahitian women massaged him in the great cabin until he 
was comfortable again. The chiefs, too, were much franker 
than they had been before. Where formerly they had been 
very reluctant to admit that they practised human sacrifice 
they now invited Cook to see the ceremony for himself. It 
‘was a strange and horrifying scene, and the drawing of it 
by John Webber, the Resolution’s artist, was to become the - 
most celebrated of all the pictures brought home from the 
Pacific. Cook stands to one side with Tu and a group of 
notables. He has removed his hat (at Tu’s request) but he 
is wearing his full uniform of stockings, breeches, long 
waistcoat and top-coat and must have been uncomfortably 
hot, since two boys are flaying a pig on a fire before him. 
To the left of the picture we see two standing men beating 
on tall drums, and a group of priests or arioi seated on the 

- ground. In front of them is the sacrifice—a middle-aged 
man of the lowest class who had been clubbed to death the 
day before. The body is trussed to a pole and lies prone on 
the earth. Behind this are the men digging his grave, a 
raised platform laden with dead sacrificial pigs, and an as- 

- sortment of wooden images and the skulls of earlier vic- 
tims—some forty-nine in all, by Cook’s estimate, and most 

of them but recently placed there. In the background coco- 
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nut palms and the rank vegetation of the island rise ‘UD, 
against a cloudy sky. ; 

The arresting thing, of course, is that Cook should have 
been there at all, evidently giving his countenance to the 
proceedings, but he makes no bones about his interest and 
he has left a very full description of how the ceremony 
continued for two days: of the drumming and chanting, of 
the disembowelling of the pigs, of the burial of the 
unfortunate man, and of the boy, who, in moments of eerie 
silence, screamed aloud, supposedly in imitation of the 
voice of God. 

Cook says it was by no means a reverent or awed crowd 
which stood and watched; from time to time they turned 
their backs and talked of other things. But he does convey 
a feeling of supernatural tenseness that was in the air, a 
kind of bated and trance-like communion with an invisible 
power that was being invoked through the sacrifice. Cook 
was in no doubt whatever that the Tahitians believed in the 
efficacy of these mysteries (in this case they were sac- 
rificing for the success of their new expedition against 
Moorea), and he knew it was useless to protest. Yet it was 
a spectacle that did no service to Diderot and other cele- 
brants of the cult of the noble savage. It suggested that — 
peace and goodwill were no more possible in Tahiti than 
they were in Europe, and that there was a death-wish, a 
yearning for outrage, even here in Arcady. 

Then too the return of Omai was a dismal failure. The 
Tahitian nobles were not at all prepared to bother with a 
young man who had never been of any consequence 
amongst them before he had sailed to England. They stu- 
diously ignored him, and it was not until they discovered 
that he had a hoard of red feathers that they would even 
speak to him. Omai himself behaved very foolishly: in an 
attempt to draw attention to himself he dispersed his goods . 
with reckless generosity, and not to the influential Tahi- 
tians whose protection he needed, but to his relatives and 
people of his low class. Cook did all he could to check 
him, and eventually impounded his goods, but by then it 
“was too late: the chiefs were furious that so many rich 
gifts had eluded them, and it was clear that this pet of the 
British was going to get short shrift once the Resolution 
had sailed away. 

In the end it was decided that Omai should not be left at 
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Tahiti but transported to the neighbouring island of Hua- 
hine. Here Cook in his anxiety over the young man’s 
future went too far: he not only got him a grant of land by 

the sea, he also built him a solid European hut where he 
could store his possessions, and added to these two horses, 
some pigs and a whole armoury of firearms: a musket, a 
fowling piece, two pair of pistols, all with a supply of am- 
munition, and swords and cutlasses as well. One is hard 
put to it to understand Cook’s motives here; he knew better 
than anyone the folly of putting firearms into the hands of 
the Tahitians, and he confessed in his journal that he saw 
little hope of Omai being able to withstand the jealousy 
which now, as a rich man, inevitably surrounded him. He 
had no rank or authority, and riches could never give them 
to him. Even before Cook sailed he was putting aside his 
ridiculous European clothes and reverting to Tahitian man- 

_ ners. It was evident that it would not be long before he was 

-outmanoeuvred and robbed of everything he owned. 
Whoever then got possession of the firearms was certainly 
going to use them. 

Already there were signs that the islanders were becom- 
ing less frightened of the Europeans. When two men 
deserted from the Discovery at Raiatea, Cook, in the usual 
way, seized a chief and his family as hostages, but this time 
the islanders attempted to retaliate; instead of bringing the 
men back they made plans to ambush Cook and Clerke 
while they were bathing on shore, and would have done so 
had not a native girl given the plot away. In the end the 
deserters were brought back, but there was a clear warning 
here that familiarity with the European was breeding, if 
not contempt, then a certain confidence that could easily 
turn to aggression. 

Perhaps Cook, after the tremendous strain of these 

_ years, was growing tired. He is less patient, he reacts more 

harshly when he is opposed. He had the ears cut off a 
particularly persistent thief at Huahine, and we hear of in- 
stances when his temper flares up, not always with good 
reason. Yet he was still loved. Omai broke down when he 

left, and the Tahitian chiefs and their families were in tears. 

Cook wrote in his journal: ‘It is to no purpose to tell them 

you will not return. They think you must.’ Then again he 
Went back to his favourite theme, his nagging sense of 
bees aly « to the island. ‘I own,’ he went on, ‘I cannot 
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avoid expressing it as my real opinion that it would have 
been far better for these poor people never to have known 
our superiority in the accommodations and arts that make 
life comfortable, than after once knowing it, to be again 
left and abandoned in their original incapacity of improve- 
ment. Indeed they cannot be restored to that happy medi- 
ocrity in which they lived before we discovered them, if 
the intercourse between us should be discontinued. It 
seems to me that it has become, in a manner, incumbent 
on the Europeans to visit them once in three or four years, 
in order to supply them with those conveniences which we 
have introduced among them, and have given them a pre- 
dilection for. The: want of such occasional supplies will, — 
probably, be felt very heavily by them, when it may be too 
late to go back to their old, less perfect, contrivances, 
which they now despise, and have discontinued since the’ 
introduction of ours. For, by the time that the iron tools, 
of which they are now possessed, are worn out, they will 
have almost lost the knowledge of their own. A stone 
hatchet is, at present, as rare a thing amongst them, as an 
iron one was eight years ago, and a chisel of bone or stone 
is not to be seen.’ 

In other words, once having entered into the coil of civi- 
lization you cannot go back; you must go on whatever the 
dangers may be. 

These were Cook’s last words on Tahiti. Having spent 

six weeks in Tahiti itself and several more in the nearby is- 
lands, dropping off seeds and more livestock wherever he 
landed, he sailed to America and the arctic north, and to 
- Kealakekua Bay, in the Hawaiian Islands, where, on his 
second visit, the familiar pattern was repeated: one of the 
Discovery’s boats was stolen by the natives and Cook in- 
tended to take their king as a hostage. But this was once 
too often. The greatest sailor of his day, the man who, in © 
Charles Darwin’s phrase, had added a hemisphere to the 
civilized world, was as vulnerable as other men. In a scuffle 
on the shore he turned his back on the enraged islanders 
_and was stabbed from behind; this was followed by other 
mortal blows and he fell face downwards into the warm 
Pacific water. He was just fifty years of age. 


Arcady Reformed 


By THE TIME of Cook’s death the Pacific had become a 
fashionable as well as a scientific vogue in Europe. Any 
sort of bric-a-brac from the islands—native carvings, pieces 
of coral, wooden idols, exotic sea-shells—became collectors’ 
items, and the sailor who could produce from his locker a 
Polynesian headdress or a length of cloth was sure to get 
a handsome price for it. Imitations of Tahitian dancing to 
the beating of drums fascinated London audiences no less 
than the hornpipe and the bagpipes had fascinated the Ta- 
hitians, and the islanders themselves were the subject of 
endless speculation.* 

The explorers’ books, huge quarto volumes costing five 
guineas or more (the equivalent of £20 today), were 
valuable properties, and the Admiralty tried to block 
unofficial publications by forcing the crews to hand over 
their logs and journals at their journey’s end. This was not 
always successful. John Marra, the man who attempted to 
desert at Tahiti, got out an account of the Resolution’s sec- 
ond voyage within six months of his return, and George 
Forster, with two stout volumes, managed to. precede 
Cook’s official publication by six weeks. For a young man 
of twenty-two Forster wrote remarkably well, and he did 
not altogether deserve Dr. Johnson’s blunt judgement that 
there was a great affectation of fine writing in his book. 
Boswell protested, ‘But he carries you along with him.’ 
Johnson; ‘No, Sir; he does not carry me along with him: 
he leaves me behind... 

It was Cook whom everyone really wanted to read, and 
his accounts of his last two voyages were substantially his 
own. In France Louis XVI had a special translation made 
for the Dauphin, and was himself so moved by the Resolu- 


23 For an. admirable exposition of ced subject see Riad Vision and 
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tion’s adventures that he sent out La Pérouse in 1785 to 
follow in Cook’s wake—a tragic enterprise for the French ~- 
navigator vanished into the Pacific, never to be seen again. 
Cook’s own death struck a note of high emotional trag- 
edy which was hardly to recur in England until the loss of 
Nelson at Trafalgar twenty-five years later. Half a dozen 
artists in addition to Zoffany depicted the scene at Keala- 
kekua Bay—the dying hero falling back into the sea and 
the frantic savages brandishing their spears above him— 
and it was a theme that made a strong appeal to the Geor- 
gian poets as well. This, for them, was death in Arcady, 
tragedy in surroundings of extreme natural beauty, and the 
ignorant natives were not so much assassins as the implaca- 
ble instruments of fate. Painters as well as poets were 
seeing the Pacific with European eyes. William Hodges, the 
artist on Cook’s second voyage, managed to convey an idea 
of the strange southern light, but his Tahitians are classical 
figures in a landscape, their arms uplifted in a graceful 
pose, and his war canoes remind one of a Venetian carn- 
ival. (Incidentally, it is odd that so gifted a man should 
have abandoned painting in favour of banking in later life, 
and that, overwhelmed with debts, he should have died by 
his own hand.) John Webber, who sailed with Cook on his 
last voyage, was a very able illustrator with a particular 
flair for representing vegetation and such details as a native 
ornament or the costume of a Tahitian dancing girl; but 
_ when he comes to paint the girl herself the Tahitian 
naturalness flies away, and she is a lush and voluptuous 
Italianate debutante who has bared her body to the waist. 

In the same way Cook’s voyages released a flood of imag- 
inative travel writing, in which the European nostalgia 
and the European predicament linger on. The literary uses 
of explorers’ adventures and of remote tropical islands had 
already been. exploited in England—Defoe’s Robinson 
Crusoe had been published in 1719 and Swift’s Gulliver's 
Travels a year or two later—but Cook’s discoveries gave a 
more romantic and mystical form to the movement. Cole- 
ridge’s Ancient Mariner, published in 1798, contained 
descriptions that were clearly inspired by Cook’s voyages, 
and from Coleridge the way led on to Byron (whose 
grandfather, Commodore John Byron, had sailed in the 

Dolphin in the Pacific), and many other lesser poets who 
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_ were soon to launch themselves on the luminous wastes of 
the southern ocean. 

In 1785 the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden produced 
_a new Christmas pantomime: Omai, or a Trip around the 
- World, by John O’Keefe. Briefly the plot was as follows: 
Omai, heir to the Tahitian throne, is warned by a prophet 
that he must go to England and win the hand of an English 
girl, Londina, which he does. No problems of miscegena- 
tion here; Londina loves her dusky chieftain as Desdemona 
loved Othello. The couple return to Tahiti where Omai 
outwits the sorceress, Obarea, and is installed on his throne 
in Matavai Bay. The performance ends with a finale in 
which a chorus of British sailors sings a tribute to Captain 
Cook while a huge portrait of the navigator is lowered to 
the stage. 

An enormous amount of money was spent on this piece. 
Philip de Loutherbourg, an Alsatian painter who was 
Garrick’s stage-designer, introduced many novel and spec- 
tacular effects: a storm at sea and showers of hail, a red 
tropical moon in eclipse (inspired by the transit of Venus 
perhaps), an iceberg and glimpses of Matavai Bay and oth- 
er glamorous places visited by Cook on his voyages. For 
his costumes Loutherbourg went to the drawings and 
- paintings of Hodges and Webber: Obarea was hung about 
with exotic tassels and beads, the prophet was an immense 
bearded figure with a necklet of red feathers and a five- 
foot head-dress sprouting like a tree-fern from his head, 
and the Tahitian dancing girls were got up in billowing 
crinolines of red and gold. It was an entertainment that 
well might have had its appeal in the twentieth century, for 
the formula was much the same as that used in spectacular 
films: the romanticizing of an historical incident, the at- 
tempt at reality in the exotic decor, the white hero facing 
the frenzied crowd of natives, and the same bogusness over 
all. Nothing like it had been seen on the London stage be- 
fore, and it had an immediate success. Reynolds, who went 
to the opening night, approved of the costumes and the 
scenery, and the critics were enthusiastic. The production 
ran for fifty performances and was repeated in the 
following two seasons at Covent Garden. 

La Mort du Capitaine Cook, a French pantomime in 
four acts by a M. Arnould, had an even greater réclame. It 
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followed roughly the pattern of Omai, the scene being ‘set 
in O-Why-e, presumably Hawaii, and Cook was made to- 
meet his death as a consequence of having involved him- 
self in the tragedy of two South Sea island lovers. A volca- 
no erupted on the stage during the performance. It was 
first produced in Paris in 1788 and the following year was 
brought over to Covent Garden where it was described as 
‘a grand Serious-Pantomime-Ballet, In Three Parts, As now 
exhibiting in Paris with uncommon Applause, with French 
Music, New Scenery, Machinery and other Decorations’. 

And so the romantic, exotic dream of the Pacific went 
steadily on its way. It had not been really shaken by the so- 
phisticated indifference of the Walpoles and the Johnsons 
or by the derision of the satirists. It was too exciting for 
that and, after all, there existed the good steady figure of 
Cook to prove—or at any rate to seem to prove—that it 
was real. Above all, the Pacific was new. Here was a whole 
new world to investigate, and it appeared possible that the 
Pacific peoples, by remaining in a primitive state, had 
much to reveal about the origins of the human race. Dr. 
John Douglas, the Canon at Windsor, who edited Cook’s 
last journals, wrote in his introduction: ‘The expense of his 
three voyages did not, perhaps, far exceed that of digging 
out the buried contents of Hearculaneum. And we-may add, 
that the novelties of the Society or Sandwich Islands, seem 
better calculated to engage the attention of the studious. in 
our times, than the antiquities, which exhibit proofs of Ro- 
man magnificence.’ 5 

There was indeed a great deal for the scientists to rumi- 
nate upon. Thomas Robert Malthus, for example, found 
support for his theories in ‘the checks to population in the 
islands of the South Sea’. Could it be, he wondered, that the 
arioi, in practising infanticide, were deliberately ensuring 
that the inhabitants of Tahiti should never become too . 
numerous for the available food supply? 

Other unknown areas of the world were also being 
opened up at this time. We have Walpole writing in July 
1774, ‘There is just returned a Mr. Bruce who had lived 
“for three years in the court of Abyssinia, and breakfasted 
every morning with the Maids of Honour on live oxen. 
Otaheite and Mr. Banks are quite forgotten.’ Bruce had 
been to the source of the Blue Nile, but he was no more 
than a nine days’ wonder in London: it was he, not Banks, 
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~ who was forgotten. Banks was still there in Soho Square,’ 


presiding at his celebrated Thursday breakfasts, expanding 
his collections and giving his money and his patronage to 
scientific enterprises of every kind. A few weeks before 
Cook’s death in the Pacific he got married in London to a 
gitl who was sixteen years his junior. In 1778 he was made 
president of the Royal Society, and from that’ influential 
post he was able to promote new expeditions to the South 
Seas. It was Banks who suggested that Bligh should be sent 
to Tahiti in the Bounty to collect breadfruit seedlings and 
then transport them to the West Indies, where, it was 
hoped, they would provide a staple diet for the negro 
slaves. 

The story of the Bounty mutiny has become-so addled 
by popular myth that it is generally forgotten that it was 
caused, not so much by the authoritarian character of Cap- 
tain Bligh, as by the undermining of his men’s discipline 
during their long stay on Tahiti. Bligh arrived at the island 
towards the end of 1788, and had to wait there for five 
months until the seedlings were sufficiently mature to be 
planted in pots and stowed away in his great cabin. No 
large group of Europeans had remained so long on the is- 
land before, and the attachments formed by the Bounty’s 
crew with the Tahitian women were something more than 
those of a sailor’s spree. Every man had his girl, and when 
they came to sail away many of them found the loss of 
their companions quite unendurable. That is why Fletcher 
Christian and his followers so treacherously rebelled when 
the Bounty reached the Friendly Islands: they wanted to 


return to their Tahitian girls and the easy life. Bligh’s high- 


handedness no doubt precipitated the crisis, but it is a 
reasonable supposition that had they never been to Tahiti 
they would never have mutinied. And in fact, when the 
mutineers had abandoned Bligh and had seized the ship, 
they did return to Tahiti, some of them to settle down 
there, others to go off with Tahitian women to Pitcairn Is- 
land. 

Bligh in the meantime had performed his astonishing 
feat of crossing the Pacific in an open boat, had got him- 
self back to England, and had set out for Tahiti once more 
with two vessels. This time he succeeded in transporting 


2He had moved from New Burlington Street in 1776. 
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the breadfruit seedlings to the West Indies. Whatever else 
he may have been he was thorough, he carried’ out instruc- 4 
tions, he was almost as good a navigator as Cook, and it is 
strange that so much sentimentality about the whole Boun- 
ty incident had fixed itself not, as one would have supposed, 
on the sirenian allurements of the Tahitian women, but 
upon the irascible temper of this unfortunate man. ~ 

In any case, the real importance of Bligh’s two visits to 
Tahiti was that they greatly expanded European knowledge 
of South Sea island life. After his second trip in 1792 Bligh 
reported that a remarkable and disastrous change had 
overtaken Tahiti since Cook’s last visit fifteen years earlier. 
Whaling ships had begun to call there, and the corruption 
of the natives had outstripped anything that even Diderot 
had imagined. Many of them were now addicted to drink 
and had discarded their own elegant clothes in favour of 
- the dirty shirts and waistcoats given them by the sailors. 
They no longer washed as they had formerly done, and it 
was ‘difficult to get them to speak their own language 
without mixing a jargon of English with it’. Just as Cook 
had feared they had become more and more dependent 
on European implements, and no one now bothered to 
make an axe or manufacture cloth, when these things 
could be so easily obtained from the ships. 

With his usual thoroughness Bligh had attempted to pre- 
vent the spread of venereal disease. On his first trip to Ta- 
- hiti he wrote in his log: 

‘As there was a great probability that we should remain 
a considerable time at Otaheite it could not be expected 
_ that the intercourse of my people should be of a very 
reserved nature. I therefore ordered that every person 
should be examined by the surgeon, and had the satisfac- 
tion to learn from his report that they were all perfectly — 
free from the venereal complaint.’ 

And in fact at that time the disease seemed to be dimin- 
- ishing on the island; it had reverted to a milder form and 
the Tahitians claimed that they could cure it. But on 

Bligh’s second visit he found that it was steadily gaining 
ground again—the result no doubt of the whaling ships — 
Calling at the island. 

Now too the local tribal wars were much more drastic. 
Some fifty muskets had found their way into the natives’ 
hands, and a chieftain’s power was reckoned by the number — 
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of his European weapons. All this in fifteen years. From 

the pages of his journal Cook’s voice might have been 

heard repeating, ‘It would have been far better for these 
‘ poor people never to have known us.’ 

Bligh’s account was fully confirmed by the captain of 
the Pandora, which had come out to arrest the Bounty mu- 
tineers in 1791, and by the news of other vessels that called 
at Tahiti about this time. These reports did a great deal of 
damage to the South Sea island myth in Europe. Where 
now was the noble savage? His demoralization may have 
been the fault of the Europeans, but if he succumbed to his 
worst instincts as quickly as this could one really hold him 
up as an example to civilization, especially when one re- 
membered that he already practised infanticide and human 
sacrifices (not to speak of his licentiousness) long before 
the Europeans arrived in the Pacific? Cook’s death had 
been a shocking thing, and it was now recalled that he was 
not the only victim of the islanders’ barbarity: Furneaux, 
on the second voyage, had lost ten men in New Zealand; 
they had been killed and eaten by cannibals at Queen 
Charlotte’s Sound. Marion du Fresne, the French navigator 
had also met his death in New Zealand, and fourteen of his 
men had been slaughtered with him. And now apparently 
the Tahitians too were turning upon the white man; when 
one of the whaling ships was wrecked near the island the 
survivors were set upon in their boats and stripped of their 
clothing. 

In France as well as England there were second thoughts 
about the docile Pacific. Marion’s lieutenant, Julien Crozet, 
wrote on his return to Europe: ‘I contend that among all 

- created animals there is nothing more savage and danger- 
ous than the natural and savage peoples themselves . . . I 
endeavoured to stimulate their curiosity, to learn the emo- 
tions that could be awakened in their souls, but found 
nothing but vicious tendencies among these children of 
nature; and they are all the more dangerous in that they 
greatly surpass Europeans in physical strength. Within the 
_. same quarter of an hour I have found them to change from 
childish delight to deepest gloom, from complete calmness 
' to the greatest heights, of rage, and then burst into 
_ immoderate laughter the moment afterwards. I have no- 

ticed them change towards each other, one moment caress- 
ing, and menacing the next; but they were never long in 
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the same mood, and always struck me as having dangerous 
and deceitful tendencies.’ 

We are a long way here from Rousseau and even further™ 
from Fanny Burney’s talk of nature being superior to art: 

Then there was La Pérouse who, before he vanished 
with his two ships in 1788, sent back a report from the 
Pacific: ‘The most daring rascals of Europe are. less 
hypocritical than the natives of these islands. All their ca- 
resses were false.’ In general he found the Pacific inhabi- 
tants ‘more malignant than the wildest beasts’. One wonders 
if wild beasts can be accurately described as malignant; 
still it was remarkable that La Pérouse, an intelligent and 
balanced man, should be so indignant. 

Seen in this new light a drastically different picture of 
the south sea islander was emerging: not a gentle or a no- 
ble savage, but, at his best, a poor benighted black, and at 
his worst a treacherous potential murderer who had been 
debased by luxury and self-indulgence. One had only to 
shift the evidence a little and one saw in place of idyllic 
love and natural goodness a world of thieves, voluptuaries, 
cannibals and idolaters—anarchy instead of Arcady, Sod- 
om and Gomorrah rather than New Cythera. Civilization, 
it seems, had a clear duty to save these unfortunate people 

from themselves. 

- It was a point of view that was hardly less false than the 
original romantic dream of-Tahiti, but it made its appeal to 
all those people who abhor a vacuum, whether geographi- 
cal, commercial, political or religious. The scientists like 
Banks wanted to expand their investigations in the Pacific, 
the merchants wanted trade, the politicians wanted empire 
and the missionaries wanted to reclaim the pagans for 
Christianity. 

The missionaries were first in the field. In 1795 a group 
of evangelists formed the London Missionary Society, and 
they lost no time in turning their attention to the Pacific. 
Thomas Haweis, one of the founders, preached the open- 
ing sermon on ‘the innumerable islands which spot the bos- 
om of the Pacific ocean’; where ‘savage nature still feasts — 
on the flesh of its prisoners—appeases its gods with human” 
sacrifices—whole societies of men and women live promis- 
cuously, and murder every infant born among them’. It 
was shocking, he went on, that the ‘foolish Omai’ should 
have been sent Jee 3s to his home without any ae 
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instruction. The money spent upon him and his futile 
gadgets might have maintained a mission in Tahiti. So 
now, Haweis proposed, the Society ought to do what the 
Government had failed to do—send out its own people 
and, with Tahiti as their headquarters, spread the gospel 
through the South Seas. 

Within a year the money was raised, volunteers were ob- 
tained, and a ship, the Duff, was chartered to make the 
voyage. Now the London Missionary Society had nothing 
to do with the fashionable or scientific world of Walpole 
and Joseph Banks. It was essentially a lower-middle-class 
organization made up of dissenting clergymen, of lay 
preachers and of respectable artisans and tradesmen who 

_were Protestant to the core and who believed utterly in the 
_ Bible. Their faith and their proselytizing zeal were admira- 
ble but they were not perhaps absolutely suited to under- 
_ take the conversion of the south sea islanders. ‘They hat- 
ed,’ as C. Hartley Grattan says, ‘nudity, dancing, sex 
- (except within monogamous marriage), drunkenness, any- 
thing savouring of dolce far niente, self-induced penury, 
war (except in God’s name), heathenism in all its.protean 
manifestations, and Roman Catholicism.’ They had little 
interest in anthropology or in Tahitian rites and customs— 
indeed, they were out to suppress them. They were not col- 
- lectors like Banks, nor were they concerned with scientific 
discoveries of any kind, nor had they any of Cook’s toler- 
ance and gift for compromise. They were practical workers 
in the cause of the Lord, and they were determined to re- 
create the island in the image of lower-middle-class 
Protestant England. é 
~ It was a strange boatload that drew up to the black sand 
_ beaches of Matavai Bay in March 1797 after sailing nearly 
14,000 miles without sighting land, perhaps the longest 
Ocean journey ever known. The company of thirty-nine 
included only four ordained clergymen, the rest being 
made up of butchers, carpenters, weavers, tailors, harness- 
makers, bricklayers, shopkeepers and domestic servants. 
There were also six wives and three children. All these 
were dumped on shore together with their baggage, their 
Bibles and their tracts, and after a short stay the Duff sailed 


They found the island every bit as bad as they had been 
”d to expect. More whalers had arrived and three sailors 
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who had taken up residence were adding to the general 
atmosphere of dissolution. Tu—Cook’s Tu, now known as” 
Pomare—was still there, and with the aid of some muskets 
given him by the Bounty mutineers had set up a ramshackle 
little kingdom in which nothing was done to discourage 
either the old pagan customs or the new western vices. 
However, he was friendly at first, and although he was im- 
pervious to the missionaries’ teaching he allowed them to 
settle at Matavai Bay. Here they built their church and es- 
tablished their little colony. 

It is, of course, all too easy to ridicule the early mission- 
aries, their narrowness, their absurd and often harmful ri- 
gidities, the sheer incongruity of their ever being on Tahiti — 
at all. Yet there were some remarkable men among them, 
they meant the Tahitians nothing but good, and when all 
their righteous follies have been noted, one is still left with 
a sense of astonishment at their success. Nothing dismayed 
them. Nothing turned them away from their purpose. 
Resolutely and persistently they kept hammering away at 
the Tahitian way of life until it crumbled before them, and 
within two decades they had achieved precisely what they 
set out to do. 

One searches for reasons for this extraordinary accom- 
plishment. Tahiti, of course, was a soft sort of place and 
wide open for evangelism. The people were lazy and unre- 
sistant, they wanted to ape the manners of the western 
world, and no doubt the missionaries gained a good deal of- 
authority by their very positiveness in-the midst of so much 
laissez faire. Like nurses in charge of children they always 
seemed to know what to do, and this was something new to 
the islanders, something solid in their lives. Then too, the 
missionaries were astute enough to realize that they could 
only impose their will by working through the local chiefs: 
once the ruling clique was nobbled the docile population — 
was bound to submit as well. Tu remained an unrepentant — 
pagan, but he died in 1803, and his son Pomare II saw 
great advantages in taking on a new state religion in place — 
of the old. It cemented his power, it was his religion. By © 

" obliterating the old traditional forms of worship he obliter- — 
ated his rivals as well. ‘5 

Physically Pomare II was a big man with a commanding © 
presence, but he was self-indulgent. Melville describes him — 
thus, ‘Though a sad debauchee and drunkard, and even 
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charged with unnatural crimes, he was a great friend of the 
missionaries and one of their very first proselytes.’ The 
missionaries must have blenched at using such a doubtful 
character as this, but no doubt they hoped to reform him- 
and his enthusiasm for Christianity appeared sound 
enough; he was baptized in 1812 and although his rivals 
more than once drove him out to the neighbouring island 
of Moorea he managed to get the better of them in the 
end. A pitched battle took place in 1815, and in the auto- 
da-fé that followed the marae and the ancient idols were 
torn down, unbelievers were put to death, and congre- 
gations were hunted to church by warriors armed with 
bamboo sticks. In place of the marae Pomare built himself 
a vast cathedral, 700 feet long, with a mountain stream 
running through it, and at its consecration three separate 
sermons were given simultaneously from three separate 
pulpits. Just how far Pomare made the running in all this 
for the purpose of extending his authority, and how far the 
missionaries guided him, it is difficult to say, but at all 
- events at the time of his death in 1821 the old reprobate 
was firmly in control. 
At home, meanwhile, the London Missionary Society 
was actively backing its workers in the field by raising 
contributions and by stirring up a conscience about the 
Pacific. The end, as they felt, justifying the means, a not 
too nice distinction was made between scientific fact and 
moral principle in the Society’s propaganda. Passages from 
the explorers’ books which tended to reveal the brutality 
and benightedness of the islanders were emphasized in 
_ their speeches and pamphlets, and even Cook’s artists were 
enlisted in the cause: new engravings, for example, were 
_ made of Webber’s sacrifice, and all feeling of dignity and 
_ grace was deleted from the Tahitian figures. They now be- 
came crude and superstitious barbarians and much stress 

was laid on the skulls in the background. On the other 

hand, we see in another celebrated picture—‘The Cession 

of Matavai’—what a change can be made by the gentle 

hand of religion. The picture was commissioned as a gift to 
| Captain Wilson who sailed the Duff out, and the artist, Rob- 
ert Smirke, was paid three hundred guineas for his work. 
It shows a touching scene, the missionaries in their frock 
; and their’ wives in bonnets receiving the homage of 
the natives, who are now not only docile but respectably 
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clothed as well, the women demurely holding their aring, 
over their breasts and the men draped i in togas. 

And there was much truth in this. We have what is ob- 
viously a detached and accurate description of the island 
by Baron Thaddeus Bellingshausen, the Russian- navigator 
who visited Tahiti in 1820. He found the natives, though 
still gay and ebullient, were changed beyond belief. All 
those who could wore European clothes, and both men and 
women had their heads shaved—that lovely gleaming black 
hair which once fell to the girls’ waists was apparently re- 
garded by the missionaries as both sinful and unsanitary.* 
‘Tattooing had been discouraged, liquor was banned, and 
no one danced any more or played Tahitian music. Even 
the weaving of garlands of flowers was forbidden. Of 
prostitution there was not a sign; only men came to barter 
on the Russian ships, and instead of thieving they begged 
incessantly for trifles. The ruling clique no longer lived in 
huts open on all sides to the beeeze, but in enclosed houses 
made of timber, and they slept in beds rather than on the 
ground. Human sacrifice with all other manifestations of 
the Tahitian religion had long since been swept away, and 
the arioi, those votaries of free love, were married. Morali- 
ty police roamed the countryside by night pouncing on il- 
licit lovers. 

On Sunday all activity ceased, and the people attended 
church, the women with hats on their shaven heads. By 
now a printing press had been set up and the Bible had 
been translated into Tahitian. 

The diet was much the same but the Tahitians now had 
oranges and lemons as well as European vegetables, and on 
ceremonial occasions the nobles ate with plates, knives and 
forks. The marae had collapsed into heaps of stones, and 
were overrun with rats. 

Perhaps the most remarkable thing of all was that the 
natives had been induced to work; under the guidance of 
the missionaries they had established an export trade in co- 
conut oil. When the Russians were preparing to sail away a 
party of well-dressed girls came aboard and sang hymns 
‘and psalms on the quarter-desk. (Banks’ comments on this 
would have been interesting, but it so happened that he 
had died, full of honours, the same year in London.) 


* Though there is some evidence that the Tahitians of their own accord 
had taken to depilation. : 
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Bellingshausen made only a short stay on the island and 
was conducted everywhere by Henry Nott, the senior 
missionary, who had come out in the Duff. Thus it is possi- 
ble that there were many things that he did not see, and 
that his trips ashore, limited as they were to Matavai Bay 
and the settlement of Papeete close by, gave him no inkling 
of what went on in other parts of the island. Yet his report 


is confirmed by other visitors to Tahiti around this time: 


the islanders really had turned this patch of the Pacific into 
a respectable English suburb, and, according to the 
missionaries, willingly so. Two observers sent out by the 
London Missionary Society were much moved by the way 
the Sabbath was observed: 

‘Not a fire is lighted, neither fiesh nor fruit is baked, not 


- a tree is climbed, nor a canoe seen on the water, nor a 


journey by land is performed, on God’s holy day; religion 
—teligion alone—is the business and delight of these sim- 
ple-minded people on the Sabbath.’ 

King Pomare himself unfortunately had not quite 
reformed as yet. Bellingshausen related that one day when 
he and Nott were visiting the royal palace, a large structure 
of wood and thatch fifty feet long, Pomare drew him aside 
into a small private room: ‘I noticed that the presence of | 
Mr. Nott was unwelcome to the King, and that he hastened 
to close the door. He then showed me his clock, his map, 
his copy-book, and the elementary principles of geometry, 
which he was studying with the help of an English book, 
which he understood, transcribing it into the copy-book in 
the Otahitian tongue. From the box he took an ink-stand, a 


. pen and a few scraps of paper, which he gave to me, ask- 


ing me to write in Russian that the bearer of the note 
should be given a bottle of rum. I wrote to the effect that 
he should be given three bottles of rum and six bottles -of 
Teneriffe wine. At this moment Mr. Nott and Mr. Lazarev 
[the commander of one of the Russian ships] came in. 
The King looked confused, hid the note and changed the 
conversation to his ink, paper and geometry book.’ Then 
on another day ‘the Queen, seizing the opportunity of 


being alone with Mr. Lazarev, begged that he would give 


her a bottle of rum, and when he assured her that it would 
be sent to the King, she replied: “He always drinks the 
whole bottle and never leaves a drop for me.” On that he 


od ordered two bottles of rum be sent to her.’ 


Lo 
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This perhaps was a small thing, but Pomare was to die 
of drink in the following year, and it was evident that the 
missionaries had to be constantly on the watch that there 
should be no back-sliding from the code they had imposed 
with so much diligence on the island. 
Yet it had been an extraordinary thing, this little crusade 
_ in the remote Pacific. Tahiti was still Arcady perhaps—the 
climate had not changed nor the marvelous beauty of the — 
mountain valleys running down to the coral sea—but it — 
was Arcady reformed and evangelized, and naked Venus 
had been supplanted by Mary Magdalen. Where there had 
ence been unashamed free love there now existed Christian 
guilt. It was just a question of how long the Tahitians could 
stand the strain. 


Nevermore 


*. . . Otaheite, that fallen Paradise.’—Charles Darwin. 


ALL through these years the Pacific had remained a no- 
_ man’s sea. Spain’s vague and general claims to the entire 


ocean had long since become meaningless, and as yet no 


_ other power had taken possession of Tahiti or any of the 
- hundreds of other islands that had been discovered. The 
_ explorers, it is true, went through the business of running 
- up their national flags on any new piece of land they hap- 


pened upon, but it was quite impossible for them to occupy 
these places or to oust the native governments. 

Now, however, with the ending of the Napoleonic wars 
in Europe and the improvements in navigation, things were 
changing. Government expeditions and private traders be- 
gan to appear more and more frequently, and the Pacific 
islands were coming to be regarded as valuable possessions. 


_ Whales and fur seals, sandalwood and béches-de-mer, 
_ pearls and perhaps gold as well—all these were available to 


the enterprising adventurer who came in on the heels of 
the explorers and the missionaries. Little settlements of 


_-white men began to appear in the islands, mostly ports 
_ where the ships could refit and provision themselves, and it 
soon became necessary for governments to send out 
consuls to look after the interests of their nationals. What 
_ was happening, in short, was that the huge sea was being 


brought into the politics of the west, and the scramble for 


_ colonies was beginning. - 


_ Thus there was never the ghost of a chance that the 
missionaries would be left in quiet possession of Tahiti. By 
the 1830s it was a famous place, and it was merely a ques- 


_ tion of time before one or other of the European nations 


moved in. Yet even if the missionaries had not been 


ont 


disturbed by the outside world it is doubtful if they could 
have kept control. Their imported system of taboos put an— 
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impossible strain on the Tahitians; if the island was going 
to achieve a synthesis with the west it was not in this un-’. 
compromising, artificial way. After the first wave of evan- 
gelism had spent itself the reaction was bound to set in. 

Otto von Kotzebue, the leader of a second Russian 
expedition that followed Bellingshausen into the Pacific in 
1823, felt strongly about this matter. He wrote: ‘A religion 
like this, which forbids every innocent pleasure and cramps 
or annihilates every mental power, is a libel on the divine 
founder of Christianity. It is true that the religion of the 
missionaries has, with a great deal of evil, affected some 
good. It has restrained the vices of theft and incontinence, 
but it has given birth to ignorance, hypocrisy and a hatred 
of all other modes of faith, which was once foreign to the 
open and benevolent character of the Tahitian.’ 

The islanders of course found ways to break the-new 
rules—a thing, incidentally, they seldom did with their old 
system of taboos. Charles Darwin, who arrived in the Bea- 
gle in 1835, records a revealing little incident that occurred 
when he went up into the mountains with two Tahitian 
guides: ‘I took with me a flask of spirits which they could 
not resolve to refuse; but as often as they drank a little, 
they put their fingers before their mouths and uttered the 
word, “Missionary”.’ 

The chief trouble was that there was now nothing for the 
Tahitians to do. Before the Europeans arrived they had 
their own occupations and had enlivened their days with 
their own rituals and entertainments, but now all these had 
been taken away from them, and the singing of Christian 
hymns was really not enough to compensate. In that soft 
soporific climate it was impossible to make the people 
work for long. They would try hard but things always went 
wrong in the end. The missionaries imported a weaving 
machine, and for a month or two the girls worked it with 
great enthusiasm. Then the novelty wore off and the ma- — 
chine was left to rust away in its palm-leaf hut. It was the 
same with the attempts to start cotton and sugar-cane 
_ growing; after the first season or two the werkers drifted 
-away. Their own arts and crafts had long since been for- 
gotten; no one could make cloth from the bark of a tree 
and there no longer seemed any point in building the great 
double-canoes with their high carved prows: a crude boat — 
hacked out of a treetrunk was good enough. Even the sport — 
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of surf-riding became too burdensome and was abandoned. 

And so listlessness fed on itself, and even the Quaker 
Daniel Wheeler, who called on the missionaries in 1834, 
was forced to admit, ‘There is scarcely anything so striking 
or pitiable as their aimless, nerveless mode of spending 
life.” Tuberculosis, smallpox and dysentery, as well as 
venereal disease, were now being passed on from one 
generation to the next, and those perfect Tahitian teeth, 
which the first explorers had so much admired, were be- 
ginning to decay with the importation of European food. 
There were no doctors or dentists on the island. And despite 
all the strictures of the missionaries the people found ways 

~ of brewing their intoxicating ava in secret. 

The high tide of the missionaries’ success was probably 
around 1827, when Pomare’s eldest daughter, Queen Po- 
mare Vahine III, was set up on the sad little mockery of a 
throne. After this the decline begins and accelerates fairly 
rapidly. The population figures are appalling. In Cook’s 
time there were probably around 40,000 people on the is- 
land. The missionaries in the Duff said that by the turn of 
the century not more than 15,000 or 16,000 were left, due 
to wars, infanticide and disease. Bellingshausen in 1820 
Was given a somewhat lower estimate. By the end of the 
eighteen-thirties the figure was down to 9,000 and it was 
eventually to drop to 6,000. 

It was nonsense to claim, as so many of the visiting Eu- 
topeans did, that the Tahitians themselves were to blame. 
Even if you believed that on the whole. the influence of the 

' missionaries had been good, there was still the effect of the 
whaling and sealing ships to be taken into account. As 
many as 150 of them were calling regularly at Tahiti by the 
1830s, the majority of them American vessels plying out of 

- Nantucket, and the crews were just about as tough a lot as 
you could find. When they came ashore they wanted girls, 
and the Quaker owners of the ships, though often teetotal- 
lers themselves, were not averse to paying for fresh provi- 

- sions with hard liquor. Conditions aboard these ships were 
so dreadful, the life so hard and dangerous and the food so 
Totten, that it was a common thing for the sailors to desert 
whenever they had the chance. On the smaller islands 
‘ _ around Tahiti just one deserter with a brace of pistols or a 
_ musket could set himself up as a chief and behave exactly 

i i as he liked. 
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Then in addition there were the convicts who managed 
to escape to Tahiti.on the whaling ships that called at thé. 
penal settlements in Australia. As early as 1806 (a period 
when the missionaries were temporarily in eclipse) alarm- 
ing stories about these men were reaching England. We 
have Banks writing: ‘Otaheite is said to be at present in the 
hands of about one hundred white men, chiefly English 
convicts who lend their assistance as warriors to the chief, 
whoever he may be, who offers them the most acceptable 
wages, payable in women, hogs etc.; and we are told that 
these banditti have by the introduction of diseases, by dev- 
astation, murther, and all kinds of European barbarism, 
reduced the population of that one interesting island to less 
than one-tenth of what it was when the Endeavour visited 
it in 1769. Surely these people will, if not otherwise provid- 
ed for, soon become buccaneers and pirates.’ 

Thus-a new man was entering the Pacific—the beach- 
comber, the throw-out of the west. Sometimes he turned 
himself into a small trader or a planter, but more usually 
he simply hung about the native settlements in a daze of 
drunkenness and soft sensual living until his money or his 
credit gave out. Despite all the missionaries’ efforts there 
were still at least a hundred of these men living on Tahiti 
at the end of the-1830s and nothing could be done about 
them. In their sermons the missionaries repeatedly warned 
the Tahitians against the ungodly sailors, but they had no 
power to turn them out of the island and there were no 
police to control the nightly brawls along the waterfront. 

Frederick Debell Bennett, a surgeon on one of the whal- 
ing ships, writes, ‘. . . the abundance and indiscriminate 
sale of ardent spirits, as well as the laxity of the laws which 
permitted the sensuality of a seaport to be carried to a 
boundless extent, caused scenes of riot and debauchery to 
be nightly exhibited at Papeete that would have disgraced 
the most profligate purlieus of London. By partaking in 
these the natives had degraded their physical no less than 
their moral state, and in the slovenly, haggard and diseased 
inhabitants of the port it was vain to attempt to recognize 
the prepossessing figure of the Tahitian as pictured by 
Cook.’ * ; , 

Perhaps this was making out too black a picture. Darwin 
did not think things were quite as bad as this, expecially in 
the country districts where life went quietly on. Wandering 
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inland he was much struck by the handsomeness of the 


men: ‘There is a mildness in the expression of their 


countenances which at once banishes the idea of a savage; 
and an intelligence which shows that they are advancing in 
civilization. The common people, when working, keep the 
upper part of their bodies quite naked; and it is then that 
the Tahitians are seen to advantage. They are very tall, 
broad-shouldered, athletic and well-proportioned. It has 
been remarked that it requires little habit to make a dark 
skin more pleasing and natural to the eye of a European 
than his own colour. A white man bathing by the side of a 
Tahitian was like a plant bleached by the gardener’s art 
compared with a fine dark green one growing vigorously in 
the open fields. Most of the men are tattooed, and the or- 
naments follow the curvature of the body so gracefully, 
that they have a very elegant effect. One common pattern, 
varying in its details, is somewhat like the crown of a palm- 
tree. It springs from the central line of the back, and grace- 
fully curls round both sides. The simile may be a fanciful 
one, but I thought the body of a man thus ornamented was 
like the trunk of a noble tree embraced by. a: delicate 
creeper.’ 

The new port of Papeete, some nine miles to the west of 
Matavai Bay, was a very pretty place and had taken on the 
appearance of an established port. On approaching from 
the sea one descried the house of the British consul; it had 
a wide verandah, glazed windows, and a lawn in front with 
the Union Jack flying overhead. The American and French 
consuls also had their houses on the shore, and a lovely 
boulevard, the Broom Road, led away through the palms 
and the flowering creepers into the jungle. The wreck of an 
American whaler, its bows pointing up into the sky, lay 
near the reef and nearly always there were sailing ships an- 
chored in the harbour. Money in the form of dollars was 
replacing barter, and some of the Tahitians were wealthy 
enough to offer 100 dollars (about £20) for a horse— ° 
that same animal which they had fled from in Cook’s day, 
calling it a ‘Man-carrying pig’. Everyone of consequence 
now rode, the chiefs as well as missionaries, and Queen Po- 
mare sometimes went about in a coach she had received as 
a present from Queen Victoria. A gaol known as the Cal- 
abooza Beretanee had been established about a mile from 
Papeete, and it was a rustic sort of place with a stream 
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running beside it. The prisoners were given a good deal of 
liberty except at night, when they were confined in stocks*. 
with leaves for a bed and a coconut trunk for a pillow. Or- 
anges and other imported fruit and vegetables were to be 
had in abundance, and if the standard of living was low no 
one was actually starving. Nearly all the Tahitians about 
the port spoke a few words of English and among the el- 
derly men it was a social distinction to be able to claim that 
they had once known Captain Cook. 

It is the fragility of the island through these years that 
strikes one. With the protection of its isolation gone and its 
whole way of life turned upside down, it was at the mercy 
of any intruder. The missionaries themselves saw all too 
clearly that they would have to get political backing from 
Europe if they were going to carry on. Naturally they 
would have preferred that this backing should have come 
from Britain, and with Queen Pomare’s consent they actu- 
ally proposed annexation. But the British were already 
exploiting Cook’s discoveries in Australia, and were about 
to set up a government in New Zealand; for the moment 
they wanted no more commitments in the Pacific. Spain 
had dropped out of the colonizing race, and America and 
Russia were interested only to the extent of sending out 
scientific expeditions. Thus it was left to the French to 
pounce, and paradoxically it was the missionaries them- 
selves who provided them with the opportunity. They 
would allow no Roman Catholics on the island, and two 
French priests of the Picusian order who attempted to'set- 
tle there were quickly bundled out again. This happened 
twice, in 1835 and again in 1836, and it was enough to 
enable the French to treat the matter as a national insult. 

We need not go too deeply into the ensuing events, since 
they are a repetition of what happened everywhere in the 
nineteenth century when a colonizing nation believed its 
honour involved and felt obliged to pacify the natives for 
theit own good. Admiral Dupetit-Thouars was cruising 
with a squadron in the Pacific and was able to take the 
matter in hand. He turned up in his flagship, La Reine 
Blanche, trained his sixty guns on Papeete and threatened 
to bombard the town unless he was paid an indemnity and 
the rights of French nationals were respected. The mis- 
sionaries were quite unable to prop up the faltering lit- 
tle Queen. She was forced to pay up and ask for French 
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protection. Priests and a garrison were landed, and in 1843 
“Tahiti was formally annexed. Affronted by her conquerors 
the Queen fled to Moorea, and the French soldiers with 
their firearms made short work on the ‘rebels’ in Tahiti 
who tried to support her. 
It was the brutal end of what you might call the entrée 
of Tahiti into the western world. Just over seventy years 
had elapsed since the first shock of contact, and if ever Di- 
derot’s warning against the Europeans should have been re- 
membered it was now: ‘One day they will come, the 
crucifix in one hand and the dagger in the other, to cut 
your throats or to force you to accept their customs and 
opinions.’ But the rest of his prophecy—‘under their rule 
you will be almost as unhappy as they are’—was that also 
true? 
Herman Melville was in no doubt whatever about this 
question; and since he was the first writer of genius to en- 
ter the Pacific and was himself a witness of these closing 
scenes, his opinion is worth having. He thought that an 
outrageous crime had been committed, and he saw no hap- 
piness for the islanders any more. Melville, in short, was 
tight back with Rousseau. He was anti-missionary, anti- 
colonialism and absolutely in favour of the noble savage. 
His two autobiographical books, Typee and Omoo, are a 
sustained tirade against the sullying of natural beauty and 
natural manners in the Pacific. It is the French who are the 
barbarians, the missionaries who are the real purveyors of 
cant and superstition. ‘The voluptuous Indian,’ he cries 
(these were still the days when all coloured people were in- 
. discriminately called Indians), ‘with every desire supplied, 
whom Providence had bountifully provided with all the 
sources of pure and natural enjoyment, and from whom 
are removed many of the ills and pains of life—what has 
he to desire from the hands of civilisation . . . ? Why 
should the Tahitians be forced to attend an alien church, to 
- submit to an alien government, to adopt alien and harmful 
— ways of living? Why not leave them alone? ‘Distracted with 

their sufferings, they brought forth their sick before the - 
_ missionaries, when they were preaching, and cried out, 
“Lies, lies! You tell us of salvation; and behold, we are 
. dying. We want no other salvation than to live in this 
_ -world. Where are there any saved through your speech? 
“ee (sic) is dead: and we are all dying with your 
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cursed diseases. When will you give over?” ’ 

Now Melville was a wild character, a sailor who had 
deserted his ship and who had promoted a mutiny. In Tahi- 
ti they had marched him to the Calabooza Beretanee and 
had put him in the stocks—‘a clumsy machine,’ he re- 
marks, ‘for keeping people in one place.’ It was hardly like- 
ly that such an obstreperous young man could attract 
much attention. Yet he had lived among the Polynesians in 
the Marquesas Islands which were still unspoilt, he had 
seen what was happening at Tahiti, and his protest rings 
across a century of time with more force and clarity than 
all the self-justification of the politicians and the church- 
men. 

He was possibly libellous and certainly scandalous in 
much that he wrote, but his account of the sleaziness and 
inertia that had overtaken life in Papeete in 1842 is re- 
markably vivid. It almost seemed that the heart had gone 
out of the people, and that they had lost the will to sur- 
vive. Pulled one way by the missionaries, another by the 
whalers, and now another by the French officials they 
subsided with a sigh. The effort to adjust themselves to 
the outside world had been too much. Why bother to 
struggle any more? Even the very animals of the island 
were dying: the little vegetarian dog, so much relished by 
Cook, had been bred out by the larger European species 
and was now extinct. Only the flowering jungle seemed to 
be as virile as ever. Melville quotes an old Tahitian song: 


+ 


The palm-tree shall grow, 
The coral shall spread, 
But man shall cease. 


The French administration was certainly no worse than 
that of any other colonizing nation in the Pacific; indeed, - 
the French policy of tight government control combined 
with a laissez-faire attitude to the Tahitians’ morals was 
an improvement on the English rigidities. But Melville, like 
Diderot, was not concerned with: fairness in the Christian 
~ sense; he thought the original crime of the European intru- 
sion had put all subsequent talk of fairness out of court. 

After he was released from gaol he had one last glimpse 
of the lost world of the islands he so yearned for. He 
crossed to Moorea and visited a remote village called Ta- 
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mai, where ‘Tahitian life was seen as formerly existing in 
the days of young Otoo (Tu), the boy-king, in Cook’s 
time.’ He persuaded the local chief to allow a performance 
of a forbidden dance known as the ‘Lory-Lory’. Cook’s 
description of it, seventy-five years previously, had been: 
‘Among the other amusements they have a dance called Ti- 
morodee, which is generally performed by ten or a dozen 
young females, who put themselves into the most wanton 
attitudes, keeping time during the performance with the 
greatest nicety and exactness.’ 

Melville was more lyrical. He describes how the girls, 
wearing short skirts of native cloth and with flowers in 
their long black hair, form a ring with two leaders in the 
centre. ‘The ring begins to circle slowly, the dancers moy- 
ing sideways, with their arms a little drooping. Soon they 


- quicken their pace, and at last fly round and round; bos- 


oms heaving, hair streaming, flowers dropping and every 
sparkling eye circling in what seemed a line of light.’ 

This was the first movement and it was followed by a 
pause: ‘. . . the girls, deeply breathing, stand perfectly 
still. They pant hard and fast for a moment or two; and 
then, just as the deep flush is dying away from their faces, 
slowly recede, all round; thus enlarging the ring. Again the 


two leaders wave their hands, when the rest pause; and 
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now, far apart, stand in the still moonlight like a circle of 
fairies, Presently, raising a strange chant, they softly sway 
themselves, gradually quickening the movement, until at 
length, for a few passionate moments, with throbbing bos- 
oms, and glowing cheeks, they adandon themselves to all 


' the spirit of the dance, apparently lost to everything 


around. But soon subsiding again into the same languid 
measure as before, the eyes swimming in their heads, join 
in one wild chorus, and sink into each other’s arms. 

‘Such is the Lory-Lory, I think they call it; the dance of 
the back-sliding girls of Tamai.’ 

Gauguin, arriving on the island fifty years later, found 


nothing so gay as this. Tahiti was now tamed, compart- 


mentalized, and finally civilized. One could hardly expect ~ 
Gauguin to approve; like Melville he was a mighty inveigh- 
er against petty white officialdom, and he had come to 


_ paint the Tahitians in their natural state: ‘These nymphs, I 


want to perpetuate them, with their golden skins, their 


_ searching animal odour, their tropical savours.’ He was ap- 
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palled by the desecration of the islands, by the deadly hand 
of the white man: ‘The natives, having nothing, nothing at’. 
all to do, think of one thing only, drinking . . . Many 
things that are strange and picturesque existed here once, 
but there are no traces of them left today; everything has 
vanished. Day by day the race vanishes, decimated by the 
European diseases . . . There isso much prostitution that 
it does not exist . . . one only knows a thing by its con- 
trary, and its contrary does not exist.’ In Gauguin’s Tahi- 
tian paintings no man or woman ever smiles; supine, 
defeated, despairing and beautiful, his people gaze in a rev- 
erie into the lost past. They have no hope at all. They see 
nothing but the broken stones of their marae, their fallen 
idols, the great legendary war-canoes with their tattooed 
warriors in their elaborate robes, the forgotten dances and 
rituals of the arioi. They ask, ‘D’o% venons-nous? Qui 
sommes-nous? Oi allons-nous?’ and the answer is silence. 
The overwhelming physical beauty of the girl remains, but 
she does not dance. Instead she lies inert and naked on her 
bed, and Gauguin painted her waiting for nothing, hoping 
for nothing, the petals of the tiare tahiti scattered about 
her, a dark, conspiratorial couple in the background and 
all around them the mystical shapes and symbols of the 
tropics. On this canvas the painter has written 1 in English 
the one word ‘Nevermore’. 


L’ENVOI 


On Tahiti today the French have coaxed back the popula- 
tion to just about the figure it was in Cook’s time—roughly 
40,000—and with wise government have completed the is- 
land’s fusion with modern civilization. One further 
refinement of western science is, however, to be introduced 
. into this part of the Pacific in 1966. In this year, the two 
hundredth anniversary of Bougainville’s voyage to the New 
Cythera, the French will cause to be exploded, on one of 
the outlying atolls, their first hydrogen bomb. 


PART re: 


poke 


Botany Bay . 


AFTER his first visit to Tahiti in 1769 Cook sailed south to 
New Zealand and spent six months charting the coastline 
on the two islands. More than a year and a half had now 
. elapsed since he had left England, and it was time to think 
of returning home. The obvious route to take was the one 
- across the south Pacific to Cape Horn, since that would 
have enabled him to continue his search for a southern 
continent, but ‘the winter was coming on, barely six 
months’ rations remained, and the Endeavour’s sails and 
rigging, now badly in need of repair, were hardly likely to 
stand up to the Antarctic gales in that vast stretch of ocean. 
Consequently another and more promising plan was 
decided upon: they would strike westward until they 
reached the eastern seaboard of the country of New Hol- 
Jand and then follow it to the north or wherever it took 
them until they reached its extremity. Then they would 
turn west and sail to the Dutch outpost of civilization at 
Batavia, where they could refit and revictual the ship. 

_ It was a hazardous proposition. The west coast of New 
Holland (it was not to be called Australia until half a 
century later), was known in rough outline, but the east 
coast was entirely unexplored; no white man had ever been 
there and the existing maps were merely guesswork. But 
the Endeavour’s crew had been restored to health by their 
six months’ stay in New Zealand, and the officers, on being 
- consulted, were all eager for new discoveries; and so on 
April 1st, 1770, they set sail for the unknown. It was a fair 
voyage; the weather was warm, dolphins leapt about the 
ship ‘like salmons’, and Diomedea exulans, the Wandering 
albatross, that largest and strongest of all sea birds, came 
circling trustingly around the rigging, a wonderful target 
for Banks’ gun. He must have bagged twenty or more of 
— before abe Endeavour reached home. 
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Herman Melville described very well what it was like to 
sail in these seas: “The Trades were blowing with a mild, 
steady strain upon the canvas, and the ship heading right 
out into the immense blank of the Western Pacific . .°. 
Forever advancing we seemed forever in the same place, 
and every day was the former lived over again .. . We 
saw no ships, expected to see none . . . porpoises and oth- 
er fish sporting under the bows like pups ashore . . . at in- 
tervals the grey albatross, peculiar in these seas, came flap- 
ping his immense wings over us.’ 

Melville arrived in the Pacific seventy years later than 
Cook and knew where he was headed for; Cook did not. 
Day after day the dawn disclosed nothing but the empty - 
ocean, and no one knew when he would see land again. 
Thus it was an event when on the sixteenth day the officer 
on watch thought—he was not quite certain—that he saw 
a butterfly, and a little later a small land bird like a spar- 
row came on board. This was followed by the appearance 
of a gannet holding a steady course for the west—the 
Endeavour’s course—as though it knew that there was 
land in that direction, Squally weather set in. Then on 
April 19th Lieutenant Zachery Hicks, cried out at first 
light that land lay ahead. Cook stood towards it for two 
hours, and at 8 a.m., when he was fifteen miles from the 
coast, altered course so that he could run beside it. He 
had sighted the extreme south-eastern corner of the con- 
tinent, and he named it Point Hicks—a timely gesture 
since the lieutenant, like so many other young men in the 
ship, was to die before the next year was out. 

Rain and gales continued through the day—this part of 
the Tasman Sea is notorious for rough weather—and at 
one time the grey sky joined the sea between them and the 
shore in three transparent wavering waterspouts. Next day 
they had a clear view of the land and Banks thought it» 
looked very promising: “The country this morn rose in 
gentle sloping hills which had the appearance of the high- 
est fertility, every hill seemed clothed with trees of no 
mean size; at noon a smoke was seen a little way inland, 
and in the evening several more.’ 

Smoke meant inhabitants, and sure cnoubh on April 
22nd they saw through their glasses five black men stand- 
ing on the shore. It was impossible, however, to make a 


landing; heavy waves were beating on the rocks, and a 
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fresh breeze drove them steadily northwards. Soon they 
came up with chalky cliffs that reminded them of England, 
and more natives were seen, two of them carrying a canoe. 
Cook put out a boat, but heavy surf prevented him from 
landing and they went on again. At last, on April 28th— 
nine days after they had first sighted the coast—they saw 
an opening in the cliff and the Endeavor put in for shore. 
There were natives about, some of them spearing fish 
from canoes, others watching from the rocks and along 
the cliffs. 
Now the Australian aborigines were no graceful south 
sea islanders with golden skins such as the Endeavour’s 
crew had encountered at Tahiti. Already they had been 
given an unflattering reputation. The Dutch who touched 
on the northwest of the continent in 1606 had described 
them as ‘wild, cruel, black savages . . . poor and abject 
wretches’. William Dampier, who had also been on the 
north-west coast in 1688, had written his famous account: 
‘The inhabitants of this country are the miserablest people 
in the world. The Hodmadods (Hottentots) of Monomata- 
pa, though a nasty people, yet for wealth are gentlemen to 
these; who have no houses and skin garments, sheep, poul- 
try and fruits of the earth, ostrich eggs etc. as the Hod- 
madods have; and setting aside their human shape, they 
differ but little from brutes. Théir eyelids are always half- 
closed to keep the flies out of their eyes . . . They had 
great bottle noses, pretty full lips, and wide mouths. The two 
foreteeth of their upper jaw are wanting in all of them, 
men and women, old and young; whether they draw them 
out I know not; neither. have they any beards. They are 
long-visaged, and of a very unpleasing aspect, having no 
one graceful feature in their faces. Their hair is black, 
short and curled like that of the negroes; and not long and 
lank like the common Indians. The colour of their skins, 
both of their faces and the rest of their body, is coal black 
- like that of the negroes of Guinea. They have no sort of 
clothes, but a piece of rind of a tree like a girdle about 
their waists and a handful of long grass or 3 or 4 small 
green boughs full of leaves thrust under their girdle to cov- 
er their nakedness. 

‘They have no houses, but lie in the open air, without any 
covering, the earth being their bed and the heaven their . 
canopy. Whether they cohabit one man to one woman, or 
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promiscuously, I know not but they do live in companies, 


20 or 30 men, women and children together. Their only 


food is a small sort of fish . . . for the earth affords them 
no food at all. There is neither herb, root, pulse nor any 
sort of grain for them to eat that we saw; nor any sort of 
bird or beast that they can catch, having no instruments 
wherewithal to do so. I did not perceive that they did 
worship anything .. .’ 

In short, the lowest of the low. 

The bay the Endeavour was now entering was divided 
by two thousand miles or more from the north-west coast 
of Australia, but it was presumed by Cook and Banks 


(who had both read Dampier) that the inhabitants, if not - 


the landscape, would be pretty much the same all over the 
continent if it was a continent, But this was not at all so. 
The natives they were now observing in a setting of gently 
rising, wooded hills were a lithe and nimble people, their 
hair was straight, not woolly like a negro’s, the men were 
bearded and their skins were dark brown rather than, black. 
Moreover they had weapons, spears, shields and throwing 
sticks, they built canoes, they lived in crude huts made of 
branches, and there was every evidence that they hunted, 
not only animals of some strange sort, but also the marvel- 
lously coloured birds that were flying through the trees. 

In other words, this contact they were making was some- 
thing entirely new, and one can imagine the excitement 
with which Cook and his men gazed through their glasses 
as the Endeavour, with one of her boats sounding the way 
ahead, came quietly through the entrance of the bay and 
soon after midday found an anchorage on the southern 
side, abreast a group of huts. 

There is a strange quality in the Australian landscape. 
To a European and especially an English eye it is, at first, 
lacking in freshness and greenness; the light is too harsh, 
the trees too thin and sparse, the ground too hard and 
there are no soft outlines anywhere. Desiccation seems to 
be the theme, a pitiless drying-out of all sap and moisture, 
and monotonous is the favourite adjective for the bush: mo- 
notonous and therefore worthless. It is a country for the 
‘ants. But then on closer acquaintance one begins to per- 
ceive that, very silently and slowly, life is going on here at 
- another level: the embattled young sapling that looks so 
gnarled and old is full of strength, its tiny flowers are a gay 
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miniature of larger flowers, and its leaves, when burnt or 
crushed, release a smell as pungent as a lemon’s. Dead 
fallen trees, it is true, give a graveyard appearance to the 
gound and the prevailing colour of the scrub is greenish 
grey. But then unexpectedly a flock of pink galahs will 
perch on the bare branches, or one catches sight of the 
wattle in flower and it is more gold than gold can ever be, 
a clear leaping colour in a field of grey. The bell-bird’s sin- 
gle note is a small bell sounding against utter silence, and 
the fungus, pushing up through the cracked brown clay, is 
a dome of bright scarlet. These things, however, have to be 
discovered. Nothing is at once revealed. You must walk for 
miles alone and gradually the feel of the bush begins to 
seep into the mind, its immense stillness and quietness; and 
out of that austerity it is a wonderful thing to see a wild 
animal start up and bound away, or to come on a group of 
herons fishing in a water-hole. There is nothing menacing 
in the bush—even the snakes will always avoid you if they 
can—and neatly always overhead there is the pale blue 
sky. Like the bush itself it has a kind of implacable 
indifference but it is not oppressive. One feels very well in 
this dry-air 
The part of the coast on which Cook was now making 
his first landing is not quite typical of all this dryness. The 
bush here comes down to the shore and the transparent 
sea-water froths and sparkles like champagne as it tumbles 
in long rollers on to the beaches of yellow sand. In the 
estuaries one escapes from the restlessness of the sea into 
backwaters full of reeds where ducks and wading birds 
abound, and beyond these the hills, thickly covered with 
bush, rise up from the sea plain. One glimpses here and 
there a rocky precipice. It is not a grand or dramatic spec- 
tacle, but it is very beautiful and it has that kind of rugged 
expansiveness that makes the traveller feel alive and free, 
In Cook’s time it must have seemed excessively remote. 
Some odd things were happening on the shore as the 
Endeavour approached. One group of natives, about a 
dozen in all, went up on a rise to watch, and when the ves- 
sel’s boat came near they beckoned the sailors to come 
ashore. On the other hand, no notice at all seemed to be 
‘taken of the Endeavour herself. There she was, 106 feet 
long, with her high masts and her great sails, and when she 
passed within a quarter of a mile of some fishermen in four 
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canoes they did not even bother to look up. Then when she 
had anchored close to the shore a naked woman carrying’. 
wood appeared with three children. ‘She often looked at 
the ship,’ Banks tells us, ‘but expressed neither surprise nor 
concern. Soon after this she lighted a fire and the four ca- 
noes came in from the fishing: the people landed, hauled 
up their boats and began to dress their dinner, to all ap- 
pearance totally unmoved by us. . .’ 

The Englishmen ate their midday meal on board and 
then in two boats set out for the shore, thinking that these 
strange quiescent people would allow them to make a 
peaceful landing. They were wrong. Two natives menaced 
them from the rocks with long spears, and they were not 
deterred by the fact that there were at least thirty men in ~ 
the Endeavour’s boats. No amount of pleading with them 
by signs had any effect, so Cook took a musket and fired it 
over their heads. Still they held their ground, and Cook 
fired a second shot at their legs knowing that he could do 
them little harm, the distance being forty yards. The only 
result of this was to make one of the natives run off to his 
hut for a shield and then, as the sailors came ashore, both 
men threw their spears. Two more shots had to be fired be- 
fore they were driven off. Cook and Banks went up to the 
huts, where they found half a dozen children who showed 
no interest of any kind when they were given presents of 
beads and ribbons; they left them lying on the ground. 

There were some interesting aspects in all this. The sight 
of the Endeavour had apparently meant nothing to these 
primitives because it was too strange, too monstrous, to be 

comprehended, It had appeared out of nowhere like some 
~ menacing phenomenon of nature, a waterspout or a roll of 
thunder, and by ignoring it or pretending to ignore it no 
doubt they had hoped that it would go away. As Sydney 
Parkinson: wrote, the natives ‘were so abashed at first they 
took little notice of us’. But when the small boats had put © 
out from the ship it had been another thing: the English 
sailors had been instantly recognized as human, a palpable 
evil, and despite their clothes and pale faces, despite even 
their roaring incomprehensible shooting-sticks, they had 
been courageously opposed. ; 

And so it went on for the next few days while the 
Endeavour’s crew came ashore to gather wood and to fill 
their watercasks, Little groups of blacks would appear 
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through. the trees and stand ia a moment to shout and 
_ throw a spear or two. Then they would vanish again into — 

the bush. Every attempt to parley with them or to offer 

them presents came to nothing. Had they been wild 
- animals they could not have been more difficult to deal 

with. ‘All they seemed to want,’ Cook wrote, ‘was for us to 

be gone.’ 

(Dampier, on his second voyage to North-west Australia 
in 1699, had had similar experiences, but had been more 
drastic. When one of his sailors was speared he fired his ~* 
gun, he says, and ‘frighted them (the blacks) at first, yet 
they soon learnt to despise ‘it, tossing up their hands, and 
crying Pooh, Pooh, Pooh; and, coming.on afresh with 
‘great noise, I thought it high time to charge again, and; fe 

shoot one-of them, which I did.’) 

For the rest it was an excellent landfall. The crew elie 
enormous quantities of fish in the bay, and there were 
giant oysters and other shellfish to be found on the rocks as 
well. The botanists, wandering ashore, came upon trees 
and plants that had never been described before; the euca- — 

_lypt, for example, with its long, thin, scented leaves, anda _ 
shrub with large, furry nuts which was eventually to be- — 
come known as the Banksia. The birds were wonderful— 
great flocks of brightly coloured cockatoos and lorikeets 

_ that were entirely strange to European ornithology—and | 

_ since they had never been shot at before Banks brought — 

_ down as many as he wished. The skins he preserved, and 

_ with the meat the Endeavour’s cook made an excellent par-_ 
rot pie. Sometimes the foraging parties caught glimpses of | 

- queer elusive animals: a quadruped about the size of a rab- 

~ bit, a much larger beast that fed on grass and resembled a 

- stag, another that looked like a wolf, and still another that 
seemed to be some sort of polecat or a weasel. But none of 
these creatures lingered in sight long enough to be described 

or drawn. 

- A week went by very pleasantly, and it was marred o. 

_ by the death of a consumptive seaman named Forby Su 

 erland, the first white man to be buried on this distant 
Sap 

“There was a ceremony on shore before cae sailed. T 

mn Jack was flown; the ship’s name and the date we 
the hospitable harbour which had 
with 
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named Botany Bay. It seems ironic that so innocent. a 
name was to become a synonym for all that was heartless + 
and cruel, not only in this new country, but in Georgian © 
civilization as well. 

So now on May 6th, 1770, they sailed on to the north, 
noting from the sea, but not entering, Port Jackson, which 
was later to be the site of Sydney, one of the largest cities 
in the Southern Hemisphere; past Cape Byron which was 
named after Byron’s grandfather, the Dolphin’s first cap- 
tain; past the site of Brisbane and so on into the tropics. 

Cook was now forcing the pace, his men were growing 
weary and eager to reach civilization again. After so many 
months on those confined decks irritations and enmities 
were beginning to fester; just how much so is revealed by 
_ one particularly horrible incident. A clerk named Richard 
Orton went to bed drunk and someone attacked him and 
cut off his ears. Life on a British sailing ship in the eigh- 
teenth century was tough enough—even brutal by our 
standards—but this was criminal and Cook was enraged. 
Yet even the offer of fifteen guineas and fifteen gallons of 
arrack—a huge reward—could not induce the crew to re- 
veal the name of the culprit. Suspicion fell on Patrick 
Saunders, one of the midshipmen, but nothing was proved 
against him. It was significant however that Saunders 
deserted when the ship eventually reached Batavia. 

A month after leaving Botany Bay they were still toiling 
slowly northward, nearly always in sight, of the coast but 
seldom landing, and on June 6th they arrived at Magnetic 
Island, so called because it affected the Endeavour’s 
compass. Many tropical islands and coral reefs now began 
to close round the ship, and Cook sprinkled them liberally 
with the names of the British aristocracy—Halifax, 
Sandwich and so on—as he went along. It was a world of 
watersnakes and turtles, of oysters growing in mangrove 
swamps, of dolphins and huge sharks, of pandanus palms — 
and pelicans. They shot a wild turkey weighing fifteen 
pounds and it was the finest meal they had eaten since 
leaving England nearly two years before. 

At times the sea was so full of fish that the nets they let 
down were torn to pieces. Parkinson, the artist, was kept 
_. hard at work drawing the plants they collected while they 

were still fresh and green; he actually drew ninety-four of — 


or 
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them in fourteen days, and still more specimens came in 
whenever they made a landfall. 

Sometimes when they sailed close inshore they saw 
groups of natives, but the same curious indifference 
persisted; both men and women would gaze for a moment 
at the ship and then apparently dismiss it from their minds. 
If a boat was put ashore they quietly disappeared leaving 
uneaten shellfish around their camp fires. 

With so many reefs about and the tides rising and falling 
by eighteen to twenty feet, Cook felt his way very gingerly. 
Everyone dreaded the grounding of the ship on those sharp 
and beautifully-coloured antlers, and when this did happen 
at 11 p.m. on the night of June 11th it was a more fearful 
thing than any of them could have imagined. They were 
sailing gently along in the moonlight in a calm sea under 
double-reefed topsails, and with a man _ continually 
sounding the depth. Cook as usual had given his instruc- 
tions for the night and had just undressed and had gone to 
sleep. He was awakened by a horrible scraping in the bows 
and the ship rocked so violently he could scarcely stand 
upright. Coming on deck in his underclothes he found the 
vessel stuck fast on the coral, and, immediately or- 
dered the boats and the anchors to be got out. But no 

‘amount of heaving would bring her off, and it became 
clear that she was’ badly holed; at midnight the false keel 
- came away and they could see pieces of sheathing boards 
_ floating about them in the moonlight. Mercifully it was a 
_ calm night, but when the tide began to ebb the ship settled 
more firmly than°ever on the coral and there was every 
. danger of her breaking up. The coast was twenty-four 
_- miles away and there was no possible hope of the 
_ Endeavour’s boats getting them all off. Banks tells us that 
7 he packed up his most valuable possessions and prepared 
to abandon ship. % 
Meanwhile what could be done to save her was being 
_ done; six guns were thrown overboard together with their 
~ cannon balls, a quantity of stone ballast, the fresh water and 
' all those casks that contained decayed stores—some forty 
or fifty tons in all. Dawn found them still afloat and they 
waited all morning for the rising tide. When it came the 
ip began to rock again on the coral and to take in water 
st. One of their four pumps was out of action, but every 
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man, Cook himself included, now got to work on the other 

three. There seemed to be only one hope: that they could®. 
get the Endeavour off before she broke up and then Keep 

her afloat just long enough to beach her on the mainland. 

With luck, they then might be able to build a smaller vessel 

out of the wreck and sail her to Batavia or some other civi- 

lized port in the East Indies. 

At nightfall the water was still gaining on them, and no 
amount of hauling on the anchors with the capstan could 
get them off the reef. They could only continue what they 
were already doing, and since they expected to die the men 
worked very quietly and efficiently and willingly. There 
was no panic anywhere on the ship. Then at 10 p.m., twen- 
ty-three hours after they had first struck, the hull began to 
move and within a few minutes they had hauled her into 
the clear sea. There was nearly four feet of water in the 
hold, and the carpenter reported that it was gaining so fast 
that there was little hope of the pumps keeping pace with 
it. Later he went down to the hold again and discovered he 
had made a miscalculation—the water was not coming in 
so rapidly as he had thought; and when this news reached 
the exhausted men on the pumps it acted, Cook says, ‘like 
a charm’. When the second dawn broke they were even 
gaining a little on the leak, and the sails were set for the 
mainland. : 

Jonathan Monkhouse, the younger brother of the 
Endeavour’s surgeon, now came forward with a suggestion 
that they should ‘fother’ the ship—a thing he had seen 
done in similar circumstances before—and Cook agreed. A 
sail was filled with oakum, earth, odd rags and bits of 
sheep’s wool, and then dragged with ropes under the hull 
until it covered the hole. The pumps instantly began to 
gain at a faster rate, and by the night of June 13th, the 
third day after the disaster, they had the ship almost dry. 
Cook anchored for the night a mile offshore, and in the 
morning the pinnace was sent off to reconnoitre the coast. 
It returned at night with the good news that there was 
a harbour in the estuary of a river a little way to the north. 

But by now a gale with rain blew up, such a gale as 
would have destroyed them utterly had they still been on 
the reef, and they waited all through June 15th and again 
through June 16th for the wind to drop. Cook himself took 
the pinnace out and buoyed a channel through the coral 
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into the harbour, and at last on June 17th they got in, 
bumping twice on the passage. They moored within twenty 
feet of the shore, and the next day they shifted to a steep 
beach where the ship could be run aground at high water. 
Immediately they made a ramp to the shore and began tak- 
ing everything out of her. At least they were all alive; it 
now remained to see what damage had been done and to 
estimate what the chances were of repairing her on this 
primitive coast. 

There were natives about—one could see their signal 
fires—and Cook mounted four of his remaining guns on 
the quarter-deck in case of attack. Through the next few 
days a smithy and a sailmaker’s workshop were set up on 
shore, together with tents for the sick and the storage of 
provisions, and on June 22nd they had the vessel empty 
enough to run up her bows on the beach at high tide, her 
stern being left afloat. They could now inspect the damage. 
It was almost as bad as they had imagined. The bottom 
had been scored by the reef as though someone had at- 
tacked it savagely with an axe, but by a miracle of luck a 
chunk of coral had become wedged in the largest hole and 
had prevented them from foundering at once. The carpen- 
ter believed that within a few weeks he could make provi- 
sional repairs, enough at any rate to get them to Batavia. 
So now, among the mangroves in a tropical river, absolute- 
ly isolated from the outside world on an unexplored coast, 
and with the rain falling upon them, they set about eking 
out a Robinson Crusoe-like existence until the day they 
could escape. 
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Stx weeks elapsed before the Endeavour was ready to 
sail, and_in that time Cook and his companions were able 
to study the Australian scene much more closely than they 
had done before. It was true that they were confined to a 
tiny corner of the continent, but they had already traversed 
almost all of the 2,000 odd miles of the eastern seaboard, 
they had come up from the temperate south to the north- 
ern tropics, and their experiences at Botany Bay had given 
them a basis for comparison. Moreover they were diligent 
and enthusiastic observers and they soon became aware 
that they were confronted here with something infinitely 
strange: an utter primitivism, wild creatures that had not 
developed beyond the marsupial stage, plants that did not 
appear to fit into the Linnean or indeed any other system 
of classification, and a nomadic people who lived more like 
animals than men. It was as though they were looking 
straight back into the beginnings of creation. 

Thus it is hardly surprising that there is a wonderful 
freshness in Banks’ and Cook’s descriptions. Each day, 
while the ship was being repaired, they walked out into the 
surrounding bush and at every step of the way they came 
on something new. The part of the coast on which they 
found themselves was not particularly hospitable. They 
were surrounded by mangroves, dismal trees growing out 
of tidal mudflats of the estuary, and inland there was little 
else but sandy and barren hills covered with thin scrub. 
Yet life pullulated here. The warm sea was boiling with 
fish, birds in thousands made bright splashes of colour in 
-the sky, and where else in the world could you see anthills 
rising to a height of six feet or more, and looking like 
‘Druidical monuments’? 

Banks was out with his gun shooting pigeons when he 
caught another glimpse of the stag-like animal he had seen 
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further south at Botany Bay. It was ‘of a mouse-colour and 
very swift’. A day or two later both he and Cook had a 
clearer sight. It seemed, Cook noted, to have a large tail 
and it appeared to jump like a hare or a deer.‘What to lik- 
en him to I cannot tell,’ Banks wrote. ‘Nothing, certainly, 
that I have seen at all resembles him.’ A little later his 
greyhound put up two more of the animals, and although 
they made off rapidly through the long grass. Banks had 
time enough to see, quite definitely, that they did not run— 
they hopped. Then at last, more than three weeks after 
their landfall, Gore, the third lieutenant, managed to shoot 
one. It was a young beast weighing only thirty-eight 
pounds and they found it excellent meat. 

Later again Gore got in a shot at a larger animal weigh- 
ing eighty-four pounds but it did not eat so well as the first 
one. However, it was probably this skin which Banks pre- 
served and brought back with him to England where it was 
stuffed and given to Stubbs to paint. Sydney Parkinson also 
executed several lively pencil sketches of the animal on the 


' spot. Thus the Kangaru or Kongouro or Kangaroo—Banks 


got the word phonetically from the blacks—made its first 
appearance in Europe. 

Now too they had a closer view of many of the other 
animals that had so puzzled them before: the dingo or wild 
dog (which they thought was a wolf), the smaller varieties 
of the kangaroo, the wallaby and the kangaroo-rat, the 
opossum and an extraordinary creature described by the 
sailor who first saw it as being ‘about as large as a one- 
gallon keg, as black as the devil and with wings and two 


» horns on its head’—in other words, a flying fox. 
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All these creatures were excessively shy, and Banks had 
the greatest difficulty in collecting specimens. But the birds 
were plentiful, and he lists dozens of them: ‘Parrots and 
Paraqueets, most beautiful: white and black cockatoos’, 
cranes, pigeons with an odd topknot on their heads, peli- 
cans in many thousands, crows, seabirds of every kind, 


‘bustards, doves, and whistling geese that flew by night. 


(Strangely they never saw. an emu, the huge walking bird 
that resembles an ostrich.) 
The butterflies were incredible. On one of the Barrier 
Reef islands Banks says that ‘the air was for a space of 3 
or 4 acres crowded with them to a wonderful degree; the 
could not be turned in any direction without seeing 
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millions, and yet every branch and twig was covered with 
those that sat still. Of these we took as many as we chose}. 
knocking them down with our caps or anything that came 
to hand. On the leaves of a gum tree we found a pupa or 
chrysalis which shone almost all over as bright as if it had 
been silvered over with the most. burnished silver, and 
perfectly resembled silver. It was brought on board and the 
next day came out into a butterfly of a velvet black 
changeable to blue, his wings both upper and under 
marked near the edges with many light brimstone spots . . -’ 

Stinging ants or termites were everywhere, both those 
-that constructed the huge anthills and those that lived in 
trees and made nests as big as a man’s head by glueing the 
- edges of the leaves together. Then on the mudflats there ~ 
was an astonishing fish about the size of an English min- 
‘now that jumped about from stone to stone and was even 
capable of climbing trees: the mud-skipper, as it came to 
be known. Large animals that hopped, foxes that flew, fish 
that climbed—this was the world of Edward Lear and. his 
Book of Nonsense. ' 

The vegetation was disappointing. The trees did not 
grow close together as they did in England, but far apart, 
and the wood was so hard that it damaged the crew’s axes. 
There were the universal eucalyptus or gum tree that yield- 
ed a blood-red resin, a few cabbage palms and not much 
else except mangroves around the Endeavour’s anchorage. 
Had they made their landing a little further south they 
would have been among the great rain-forests with® their 
trailing lianas and might have ascended to the wooded 
» valleys of the Atherton Tableland; but knowing nothing of 
these Banks was forced to conclude that the eastern 
coastline was a dry and arid place, capable of supporting 
shipwrecked sailors perhaps, but not: much more: ‘Barren 
it must be called and in a very high degree . . .” Apart 
from yams and a kind of cherry with bitter berries they’ 
found no fruit or vegetables worth eating, and were forced 
to rely on what they could get with the gun and the fishing- 
net. Here they did well. Every day something between 50 
._ and 200 pounds of fish were caught, and the top-knot 
pigeons were knocked down by the dozen. Best of all they 
liked the meat of the great green turtle; just one of them 
would provide for the whole of the ship’s company, and it 
abounded in this warm sea. The poor helpless creatures 
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were speared or lassoed and then laid out on their backs on 
the Endeavour’s decks so they would stay alive until they 
were wanted; had they been the right way up they would 
have been suffocated by the heavy weight of their cara- 
paces pressing on their lungs. 

Often they went out in boats and explored the Great 
Barrier Reef, the marvellous labyrinth of coral that runs 
for a thousand miles or more down the east Australian 
coast. Not even in the Pacific islands had the Endeavour’s 
men seen such a teeming abundance of seabirds and of 
fantastic tropical fish; and in the depths of the coral pools 
there lurked monstrosities like the giant clam which looked 
as if it might seize a man in its scarlet lips and hold him 
until he drowned. Banks described the reef as ‘a wall of 
coral rock rising almost perpendicularly out of the unfath- 
omable ocean, always overflown at high water commonly 
seven or eight feet, and generally bare at low water. The 
large waves of the ocean meeting with so sudden a resis- ' 
tance make here a most terrible surf, breaking mountains 
high ~. .’ The sailors feared the reef, as well they might, 
for they still had to thread their way out through it once 
the Endeavour was fit to sail again. The sea was full of 
menace; crocodiles lurking round the ship, sharks swim- 
ming along the outer edge of the reef, and almost every 
day a gale coming up. 

Compared to these natural hazards the blacks they en- 
countered were next to harmless. They first made contact 
with them about a fortnight after they first got ashore. 
Fgur men appeared in an outrigger canoe and when the 


_ sailors called to them and threw them presents of beads 


and cloth and other trinkets they were gradually induced to 
approach and disembark. They became very nervous when 
the sailors passed between them and their spears which, as 
a sign of friendship, they had laid on the ground, and 
showed very) little interest when further presents were 
offered them. However, they were delighted with a gift of 
fish, and they stayed for awhile on the shore jabbering in a 
language which bore no relationship at all to the Polyne- 
sian which the sailors had heard in the islands. They re- 
peated often the word ‘Tut’, but what it meant no one 
could say. 

After this first uneasy meeting the natives came back on 
successive days, adding to their numbers, and Cook and 
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Banks were able to make very full notes about them—in- 
deed, theirs is the first authentic account we have of the . 
Australian aborigines. They were completely naked, buf®. 
they tended to keep one hand over their private parts and 
were excessively dirty—so dirty, in fact, that Banks had to 
wet his finger and rub it on the man’s skin before he 
discovered that its natural colour was chocolate-brown. 
Yet they were not ugly or uncouth: the majority were 
small, slender men, around five feet six inches in height, 
with good teeth, lively eyes and bushy beards. Each man 
had a bone about six inches long stuck through a hole in 
the cartilage of his nose, and most of them wore necklaces 
of shells, and belts and armlets made of twisted palm-fibre 
or of human or kangaroo hair. Some of them also had 
suspended by a cord from their heads a little net bag in 
which they kept such things as fish-hooks and lines, spear 
points and crude shell ornaments. They did not oil them- 
selves like the south sea islanders, and instead of tattooing 
painted their faces and bodies red and white with ochre 
and pipeclay in lines and large irregular patches. In addi- 
tion, the fleshy parts of the arms and thighs were scored 
with self-inflicted scars which had apparently been made 
with a sea-shell or a sharp stone. Ashes or clay had been 
rubbed into the wounds while they were fresh so as to 
make these scars stand up boldly on the skin. Banks fan- 
cied (erroneously) that the blacks had mutilated them- 
selves in this way as a form of lamentation for their dead. 
Some of the men chewed the leaf of a tobacco-like plant 
called pitjuri which had narcotic properties, but they 
seemed to know nothing of any other drugs or intoxicants. 

Their weapons were spears, three or four to each man, 
and these were from eight to fourteen feet long, and were 
pointed with the stings of stingrays and barbed with bits of 
shells or sharp pieces of wood that were stuck to the shafts 
with resin. To launch a spear they used a woomera—a _ 
short throwing stick with a notch into which the haft was ~ 
fitted—and they were incredibly swift and accurate in their 
aim. Over a distance of fifty yards the weapon would never 
be more than four feet from the ground. Their sea-shell 
‘fish-hooks and lines were well made, and they possessed 
another sort of spear with a cord attached for the harpoon- 
ing of turtles and fish. Sharp stones and wooden mallets 
seemed to be their only tools, and apart from water-buck- | 
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ets made of bark they possessed no household utensils of 
any kind. Their canoes were tree-trunks hollowed out with 
fire and with a crude outrigger of wood attached. Their 
huts were as primitive as they could well have been: shel- 
ters made of branches and just big enough for four or five 
people at the most to huddle in at night. One end of the 
hut was kept open, and here a fire usually smouldered to 
keep the mosquitoes at bay, though whether or not a mos- 
quito could have bitten through all that dirt and pipeclay it 
was difficult to say. 

Fire they made by taking a pointed stick and twirling it 
rapidly round with the palms of their hands on a base of 
soft wood, a thing they could do in the space of two min- 
utes. Food was either roasted on an open fire or baked on 
hot stones, but for the most part it was eaten raw and it 
was a hotch-potch of fish, shellfish, the meat of the kanga- 
roo or any small marsupial, roots, lizards, snakes, grubs— 
indeed, almost anything that moved. Honey they got, as 
well as grubs, opossums and birds, by cutting notches into 
the tree-trunks and climbing to the upper branches. Some- 
times they set fire to the dry grass to drive out kangaroos 
and other animals, and they usually carried fire in a small 
heap of seaweed in their boats—apparently for the purpose 
of cooking the fish as soon as they caught them. When they 
wanted to shorten their beards they singed them. 

After encountering such hordes of Polynesians in the 
Pacific islands Banks was struck by the small numbers of 
aborigines: “This immense tract of land, the largest known 
which does not bear the name of a continent, as it is 
considerably larger than Europe, is thinly inhabited even to — 
admiration, at least that part of it that we saw; we never 
but once saw so many as thirty indians together . . .” On 
the Endeavour River—the name given by Cook to the 
estuary where they were stranded—the entire tribe consist- 
ed of twenty-one people, twelve men, seven women and a 
boy and a girl. 

Why were there so few? Because of the barren soil? Be- 

~ cause of tribal wars? Or had the very primitiveness of these 
people prevented their increasing? After all, they were, 
Banks thought, ‘but one degree removed from the brutes’. 
Cook was a little more indulgent. He found them ‘far from 
being disagreeable, the voices soft and tuneable ... a tim- 
orous and inoffensive race, no ways inclinable to cruelty 
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. Yet ‘they seem to have no fixed inhabitation but move 
about from place to place like wild beasts in search of food 
>. « . We never saw one inch of cultivated land . ~ 

It was a delicate business making contact with ‘these lim- 
ited minds, rather like trying to gain the ‘confidence of 
backward or mentally deficient children. An instinctive, 
basic wariness governed all their actions, and there was al- 
ways the danger of their suddenly taking fright or of some 
misunderstanding arising, and then all headway would be 
lost. Never would they go more than twenty yards from 
their canoes and they were extremely jealous of their ‘sooty 
wives’. Just once_a woman appeared in the distance but 
nothing would induce her to approach. 

Yet as the weeks went by the familiarity ripened. By 
pointing to things a simple vocabulary of native words was 
built up and the tribesmen were skilful mimics of the En- 
glish voices. Then, suddenly, around the middle of July an 
incident occurred. A small group had been persuaded to 
come on board the Endeavour one day. They looked about 
with uncomprehending eyes at the rigging and the guns, 
but it was the turtles lying stranded on the deck that really 
caught their eyes. Turtles were meat, and meat was a com- 
munal thing to be shared. They grabbed one of the animals 
and were about.to make off with it tothe shore when Cook 
intervened; after all, his own men were living on hard ra- 
tions and he wanted the turtles for the voyage through the 
unknown waters that lay ahead. But the blacks could not 
understand. They kept grabbing at the animals and were 
furious when the sailors drove them away. Finally they 
leapt into their canoes and paddled for the shore. Here 
they ran to the four-foot high dry grass on the bank and 

-set it on fire with the obvious intention of burning down 
one of the ship’s tents and some clothes and nets that were 
hanging out to dry. A tremendous blaze developed and 
would have demolished all the Endeavour’s stores on shore 
had not Cook twice fired his musket and driven the natives » 
off. 

Next day like children they came to ask for forgiveness, 
and an old man indicated by signs that they would light no 
more fires about the ship. 

* It was an adumbration of the tragic future: the white 
man and the blacks competing for possession of the natural 
resources of the country. Now it was the turtles that were 
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in ‘dispute, soon it fh wonild be the land, and there was not 
much doubt about what the outcome would be. The blacks  _ 
were weak and they had to lose. Yet for the moment Cook ~~ 
was inclined to envy them. “They may appear to some,’ he © 
wrote, ‘to be the most wretched people on earth but in real- 
ity they are far happier than we Europeans; being wholly ~— 
unacquainted not only with the superfluous but with the — 
necessary conveniences so much sought after in Europe, 
they are happy in not knowing the use of them. They live 
in a tranquility which is not disturbed by the inequality of 
condition: the earth and the sea of their own accord fur- 
nish them with all things necessary for life . . . they live in 
a warm and fine climate and enjoy a very wholesome air so 
that they have very little need of clothing . . . they seem 
to set no value upon anything we gave them, nor would ~— 
» they ever part with anything of their own. . .” ua 
_ Banks was inclined to agree. He went wandering inland 
and found that all the clothes that have been given'to the 
_ tribe had been abandoned as useless in a bush. He wrote, 
‘Thus live these I had almost said, happy people, content 
with little, nay, almost nothing.’ And he went on to moralize 
' about how luxuries had become necessities in civilized 
- societies and how riches increase responsibilities. - 
_ There was some confusion of thought here, and Cook _ 
_ and Banks were not the only ones to be enmeshed in it. 
F Where was the happy life? The natives they had met on — 
Tahiti had every natural luxury and seemed to be happy. _ 
_ The Australian aborigines with the barest subsistence were — 
apparently happy too. But the Europeans with their com- 
_ plicated civilization were unhappy. That was the dilemma: 
civilization had failed because it had abandoned nature. 
“And yet you could not turn your back on civilization; once 
it was known there was no choice but to continue with it. _ 
Needless to say none of these speculations prevented the 
Endeavour's crew from being eager to set out on their 
‘return journey. They were all, as Banks said, ‘far gone with 
onging for home’. By July 7th the major damage to the | 
- ship had been repaired, and with the aid of barrels lashed 
her side and the high spring tides she was floated again. 
he reloading began and by the end of the month they 
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There followed during the next two weeks Cook’s bril- 
liant manoeuvering through the coral, and it was a fright- 
ful experience. More than once it seemed that nothing, 
could save them from drifting on to the reef, and Cook” 
himself almost reached the end of his endurance. In a rare 
outburst of exasperation he wrote in his journal: ‘Was it 
not for the pleasure which naturally results to a man from 
being the first discoverer, even was it nothing more than 
sands and shoals, this service would be insupportable.’ 
However, on August 21st they were round Cape York 
(which Cook named after the royal duke), and after en- 
during the coral for a thousand miles were out in the open 
sea. They paused then at a little island which they named 
Possession to make a formal declaration of their discoveries. 
Cook had himself rowed ashore and on a piece of land 
from which he could see the mainland he hoisted the 
Union Jack: He then claimed all the eastern seaboard of 
the continent for King George III, and he called it New 
South Wales. Three volleys were fired, and they were an- 
swered from the ship. This was at sunset on August 22nd, 
1770. The country’s history had begun. 


The Aborigines 


THE important thing about the Australian aborigines was 
not that they were so very different to these first white men 
who came among them, but that they were so very similar. 
Cook and Banks in fact were observing a primitive man- 
ifestation of themselves, and Dampier was_ absolutely 


wrong. The aborigine was not a woolly-headed negro or a 


copper-skinned Polynesian; he was a Caucasian who had 
probably migrated from the Euro-Asian land mass when it 
was joined to the Australian continent, and he may once 


- have been just as white as the white man was. As he came 


south into hotter climates the pigmentation in his skin had 
increased, but in most other aspects he appeared to have 
remained a European stone-age man, a living fossil of our- 
selves as we were in the beginning.’ In Australia there had 
been no need for him to develop; the climate was warm 
enough for him to do without clothes or houses, there was 
sufficient food to be had without forcing. himself to the 
hard labour of tilling the ground, no wild animals 
threatened him, and he was so few in number (probably a 


A good deal less than half a million), that he was not often 


obliged to resort to drastic tribal wars to defend his hunt- 


ing grounds. Cook and Banks saw him as he had ever 
_ been, in a state of balance with nature, not entirely freed 
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from want—a prolonged drought could be very hard on 
~bhim—but able to survive without extreme neurosis or fear, 


1 According to the Australian anthropologist, Herbert Basedow, ‘the abo- 
-friginal is no more black than the average modern European is white. . . 
under normal conditions the Australian is a velvety chocolate brown.’ 


4 He also asserts that the children of successive marriages between abo- 
4 tigines and whites become white and do not”fevert to black. The com- 


_ plex subject of the origin of the aborigines is debated by Ronald M. 


‘Berndt and Catherine Berndt in The World of the First Australians. They — 
_ emphasize that the aborigines were not really a survival of the Stone Age 
but were as much ‘modern men’ as the white races are. 
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and his codes of behaviour were, on the whole, very sensi- 
ble. 

The women gave birth quickly and easily, squatting on 
their heels; and the child, whose skin was sometimes pink 
for the first few weeks, was dried in ashes and placed in a 
bark cradle. It was not weaned until it was three or four 
years old, and all through this. period it was carefully nur- 
tured, the mother carrying it on her shoulders or ‘pinned 
with her arms across the small of her back. As they grew 
older the children played as white children play: they 
loved to swim and to climb trees, they skidded stones on 
the water-holes and made mud-pies, they employed a stick 

_ as a bat and a seed-pod as a ball, they played hide and seek 
and used stones as dolls; they also had clayspinning tops 
and skipping ropes made of vines. Their parents taught 
them songs and dances, they learned the calls and notes of 
the animals and birds, and with drawings made with a 
pointed stick in the dust they were instructed in the art of 
tracking. They kept pets, young wallabies, possums that 
learned to ride in the gifls’ hair, and cockatoos which had 
had their flight-feathers pulled and which learned to repeat 
a few aboriginal words. Their dogs were very much cher- 
ished: when ill they were placed near the fire and covered 
up to keep warm. As they grew older the boys were given 
instruction in the making and use of weapons, and the girls 
were taught how to gather roots and grubs and to cook. 
Both sexes were entirely naked. 

The moment of reaching puberty was the first great 
incident in their lives, and they did not disguise it, or pre- 
tend to ignore it, or regard it with secret shame, as sophisti- 
cated people do; they celebrated it with a public ceremony. 
Invitations would be sent out to the neighbouring tribes to 
attend, and preparations would be made for weeks or 
months in advance. While the ceremonial grounds were 
being laid out and the costumes being prepared, sometimes 
great feathered head-dresses, the boys who were to be ini- 
tiated would be taken aside by the old men and given 
instruction on the importance of the occasion and on the 
adult duties that lay before them. Great emphasis was 

* placed on the ability of the novices.to endure physical 
pain, and from infancy they were prepared for it by such 
trials as the placing of a red-hot ember on their arms. © 

The actual initiation ceremonies were of several kinds, 
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and all were concerned with pain. In some tribes the first 
step was the adorning of the young boy with a nose orna- 
ment; a hole was made through the cartilage and a short 
stick or bone was passed through it to be worn thenceforth 
as a mark of maturity. Then one or more of the front teeth 
would be taken out, the teeth first being loosened from the 
gums with a pointed stick or a bone and then being finally 
knocked out with a stone. Most tribes practised 
scarification: the gashing of the bodies with primitive 
knives.of shell or bone. These scars were tribal marks, usu- 
ally dots or lines, and were regarded as decorative, but the 
underlying reason for them was to innure the child to pain. 
When the operation took place, and it was often protracted, 
the boy was expected not to whimper or to cry out. 

All this was leading up to the all-important ceremony of 
circumcision. For some time previously the novice would 
be separated from his mother and sisters, and no woman 


‘was allowed to watch the operation. As the time of the cer- 


emony drew near the elders of the tribe deliberately in- 
duced an atmosphere of high excitement, and sometimes 
the dancing and singing would continue for days on end, to 
the accompaniment of the bull-roarers—pieces of wood 
which, on being whirled around at the end of a string, 
would emit a fluttering, fateful noise, something between a 
groan and a shriek. At the climax of the proceedings the 
novice would be gagged to prevent him crying out, and 
then either flung down on to the ground or made to lie 
across the back of a kneeling man who served. as a crude 
kind of operating table. There was much blood, and the 
scene no doubt was barbaric: the dancers in the smoking 


glow of the campfires, the hullabaloo of the bull-roarers ~ 
_ and the grunting cries, the old men, their bodies painted in 


ted and white stripes, gathered round the prone and 


_ bloody figure of the boy. Yet probably the victim was 


anaesthetized to some extent by the greatness of the occa- 


_ sion, and the frenzy all around him, and he had his re- 


ward: after the operation he was given a spear and a tassel 


a of fur or grass or a sea-shell which was suspended from a 


7 


4 


_ string about his waist and which, in the manner of a statu- 
“ary figleaf, covered his pubes. He was now a man. 
There was a further and more drastic operation per- 


formed among some tribes: the splitting of the urethra. It 
was believed that this mutilation increased a man’s carnal 
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powers—and indeed older men sometimes submitted to it, 
more than once, the split each time being enlarged until it” 
was an inch or more in length—but it seems not impossible 
that. it might have been a form of birth control among 
tribes where there was not enough food to go round; by al- 
lowing his sperm to spill on to the ground at the moment 
of intercourse with a woman a man would prevent her con- 
ceiving. This view seems open to question but at all events, 
once the operation was performed, the novice, who, prior 
to the operation was separated from the women, was again 
permitted to consort with them. 

There was less commotion over the initiation ceremonies 
of 'the girls but these were almost as drastic. When a vir- 
gin’s breasts began to develop they would be annointed and 
sung to by the older women in order to make them grow. 
At her first menstruation she too would submit to the gash- 
ings of her skin for tribal scars, and often a joint of one or 
more fingers would be taken off by tightening a ligature 
until it stopped the flow of blood. All this was done to the 
accompaniment of dancing and singing, and among sea- 
tribes it was the custom of the women to wade out up to 
their hips in the sea and to cavort about in the moonlight. 
Then a fire would be made on the beach and covered with 
Wet seaweed upon which the virgin was perched until she 
was thoroughly smoked. It was the men, the elders of the 
tribe, who took the girl’s virginity away either by the in- 
sertion of their fingers or with a smooth stone. 

Marriage was a loosely organized affair. As a rule_a girl 
would be allotted to a grown man at birth, and he would 

_superintend her education until around the age of twelve, 

when she would be ready for sexual intercourse. There was 

much promiscuity. An elder of the tribe might have several 

wives whom he would obtain by bartering away his own 

daughters, and generally young girls were reserved for the | 
older men; the younger warriors had to wait until they were 
twenty or so before they could afford a wife. Women were 
the absolute property of the men and could be disposed of 
at will, the brother giving away his sister and the husband 
his wife. Sometimes wives were exchanged, and during cer- 
tain ceremonies women slept promiscuously with ‘tribal 
husbands’. Male visitors from another tribe would some- 
times be offered one or more young married women for 
the duration of their stay, and there were tribes which 
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- supported prostitutes. In the main, however, husbands and 
wives tended to remain together, at any rate until their 
children had grown up. 

To European eyes the treatment of the women was very 

_ harsh, and we have Sir George Grey, one of the most accu- 
rate of early observers, declaring, ‘The early life of a 
young woman at all celebrated for beauty is generally one 
continued series of captivity to different masters, of ghastly 
wounds, of wanderings in strange families, of rapid flights, 
of bad treatment from other females amongst whom she is 
brought a stranger by her captor; and rarely do you see a 
form of unusual grace and elegance but it is marked by the 
furrows of old wounds; and many a female thus wanders 
several hundred miles from the home of her infancy, being 
carried off successively to distant and more distant points.’ 

It was true that the women were savagely beaten, usually 
about the head, that theirs was the never-ending duty of 

_ bearing, feeding and carrying the children, of collecting 
firewood and cooking food, and of shouldering the heavy 
burdens on the march. Yet one should not too easily gauge 
a primitive society by our own standards. There is no evi- 
dence that the women lived shorter lives than the men, or 
were less healthy, and it is certain that the men were quite 

_ ready to meet death in a war with a hostile tribe to protect 
their families. Childbearing was the preoccupation of the 
whole tribe, and elaborate taboos were set up to prevent in- 
breeding between close relatives. The young mother had 
very definite rights, and if on a journey the women were 
forced to carry the water and firewood there was a reason 
for it: the men had to march ahead unencumbered by any 
burdens except their weapons, so that they could be in in- 
stant readiness to hunt for game or to deal with enemies. It 
was not always the men who engaged in domestic quarrels; 
often the women would fight amongst themselves over 

- some such matter as a petty theft. There would be an ex- 

_ change of abuse and then the opponents would snatch up 

~heavy sticks-and beat one another about the head until one 

of them was badly wounded or fell unconscious: to the 
ground. When this happened the men of the tribe would sit 

_ a little distance apart and look uneasily away. 

They were an emotional people, quickly moved to anger 

_ but equally ready to laugh or to cry. A man returning to his 

tribe after a long absence would be met with tears of joy, 


132 Australia 


and it was a common thing for both men as well as women 
to walk hand in hand with one another through the bush. If 
a man: broke his spear in a duel his opponent did not take” 
advantage of him but waited until he had picked up anoth- 
er. There were no unnatural vices among them, nothing 
like torture was practised against captured enemies, and 
they certainly had no customs as vicious as the human sac- 
rifices of the south sea islanders. In hunting—and they 
never hunted or destroyed any creature merely for sport— 
they had perfect concentration and great endurance. For 
hours together a man would stand poised with his fishing 
spear beside a water-hole, and when he struck he very rare- 
ly missed. In the bush he saw and heard and smelt a 
thousand things that would have escaped the white man, 
and one glance at a footprint in the dust was enough to 

inform him just what man or animal had gone that way 

and how long ago. A woman gathering firewood did not 

stoop, she picked up the sticks with her-toes, and a man 

could climb straight up the smooth bole of a tree using his 

feet like hands. They were not ugly to an unprejudiced eye, 

indeed in the early photographs the bearded older men 

look very handsome, and the younger people, who seem al- 

ways to be smiling, have a certain boyish charm. They had 

much less fat on them than Europeans, a smaller posterior, 

a straighter backbone, much narrower hips, and longer, 

thinner legs. The mouth was large with full lips, the nose 

broad and the eyes were deep-sunken to protect them from 

the sun. They ate hard foods and used toothpicks made of 

twigs, and as a result their teeth were perfect, as ours are 

not. 

A word must be interpolated here about the inhabitants 
of Tasmania, for they were quite different from the Aus- 
tralians, so different in fact as to constitute a separate race. 
These people, and there were only about 5,000 of them, 
are an enigma. They bear some resemblance to the Pap-. 
uans, but no one knows how they reached their remote 
fastness off the southern coast of Australia. Possibly they 
crossed from the mainland before Tasmania was cut off by 
the subsidence of Bass Strait, possibly they came down 
~from Papua by sea—though this seems hardly likely since 
they possessed no boats. Their hair instead of being 
straight was woolly and sometimes reddish in colour, their 
skins very black, and they were so primitive they did not 
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even have the boomerang, let alone the. bow and arrow. 

- Cook landed on this island on his third voyage and noted 
that they were a good-looking, slightly-built people, who 
despite the heavy rainfall and the cold climate wore 

*nothing but capes and belts made of kangaroo skin. 
Among one group of twenty there was a hunchback who 
acted as a kind of tribal jester, and some of the men had 
their heads shorn in the manner of a monk’s tonsure. They 
showed less timidity than the Australian blacks; even when 
Omai fired a musket over their heads they soon came back 
and accepted presents of beads and medals from the white 
men. They appeared to be a mild and cheerful race. 

One must take note of this cheerfulness of the aborig- 
ines, for it seems to have struck all the more perceptive of 
the travellers who followed Cook to Australia. Charles 
Darwin, arriving in 1836, wrote that the aborigines were 
‘good-humoured and pleasant, and they appeared far from 
being such utterly degraded. beings as they have usually 
been represented.’ Charles Pickering, the American natural- 
ist, also saw the aborigines in a wild state in the eighteen- 

_ thirties, and he wrote, ‘Strange as it may appear, I would 
refer to an Australian as the finest model of the human 
proportions I have ever met; in muscular development 
combining perfect symmetry, activity and Strength, while 
his head might have been compared with the antique bust 
of a philosopher.’ 

In death the aborigines’ skin turned white, and thus they . 
had a great fear and veneration of the first Europeans; they 
thought they were their dead ancestors returned to earth.’ 

_A party of Europeans travelling in the remote bush 

would hear a shrill melodious call, something like the 
word coy with the y drawn out (it was the origin of the 
word coo-ee which is still used as a bushman’s call at the 
present time), and then the dark figures of naked men 
would be seen gliding from tree to tree and from rock to 
rock. As they came nearer they kept constantly calling but 
they would not actually approach; if the white men 
stopped they stopped, if the white men went towards them 
they vanished, and then when the march was resumed they 
followed on. So it might go on all day and only in the 


2 William Buckley, an escaped convict, lived for thirty-two years among 
the blacks im Victoria and they treated him as one of their dead chiefs 
come to life again. 
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evening, when camp was made, would they come forward 
bearing in their hands the universal symbol of peace—a 
bunch of leaves. Sometimes a young boy would be pushed. 
forward as a hostage, and if he came to no harm the alder 
men at last would gather round the fire. It was noticed that 
they took great care of their spears; they were not laid on 
the ground lest they should warp or be trodden on, they 
were propped against a tree. 

On their journeys, and they were forever on the move, 
they carried a fire-stick, a dead branch with a burning end 
that was waved about to keep it alight, and on making camp 
their first thought was to start a cooking-fire. The cooking 
was hardly more than a scorching off of an animal’s hair, 
and they had no cooking utensils; nevertheless, nearly 
everything they ate, whether fish or birds, kangaroos or ° 
lizards, birds’ eggs or the witchetty grub (the larva of the 
big Cossus moth), was either grilled in embers or covered - 
with ashes and roasted on hot stones. Their delicacies were 
such things as the rare little berry fruits of the bush, the 
eggs of the larger birds, the black swan, the native goose 
and the emu, snails that were picked up by the women 
(with their toes) after a fall of rain, and honey which was 
easily gathered as the wild bee had no sting. They were 
adept at rounding up their prey. A line of men advancing 
through the mud of a water-hole would drive the fish into 
the shallows where they could be snatched up and thrown 
to the women on the bank, and often they would set fire to 
the grass so that they could catch the reptiles and small ani- 
mals as they ran before the flames. They made pitfalls in 
the ground and the kangaroos, sometimes as many as a 
hundred, would be driven upon them, the doés bounding in 
front and the males coming on behind. They knew the mi- 
gratory movements of the birds, and a young man, perched 
motionless high on a tree, would grab them as they came 
in to roost on the branches at night. Never knowing where 
the next meal would come from they gorged themselves * 
when they could. 

In the colder weather they lived in caves, shelters of 
overhanging rock and in hollowed-out trees, but more usual- 
_ly they built crude huts and windbreaks and slept in beds 
scooped out of the sand. Sometimes they actually covered 
themselves with sand to keep the mosquitoes off, and occa- 
sionally they used rugs of kangaroo or opossum skins. In 
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_ the hotter regions they rubbed themselves with emu grease 
- as a protection against the sun and wind. 
It was a democratic and highly conservative society. 
Each tribe had its council of elders who saw to it that the 
ancient laws were observed. They arranged the social 
calendar, the dates and places of initiation ceremonies and 
_ of the dancing corroborees, and they also settled family 
disputes and decided upon peace or war. Often too there 
was a medicine man who would be required to consult his 
oracles in the case of some natural phenomenon such as a 
' drought. Wars were usually caused because some tribe tres- 
- passed upon the hunting grounds of another, but there 
were long-standing feuds as well, traditional animosities, 
and perhaps too, they sometimes suffered from ennui and 
felt an instinctive urge for a sudden commotion. The 
young men no doubt wanted to put their prowess to the 
test in war and to prove themselves before the women. 
' Once battle was decided upon there would be an air of 
». excitement and exhilaration in the camp, the men mending 
and trying out their spears and flinging themselves into im- 
- promptu warlike dances, and the women urging them on. 
' Sometimes the enemy would be ambushed while he was 
_asleep in the early morning, but if it was a set-piece battle 
both sides would draw up in the open and work themselves 
_ into a frenzy by making threatening gestures and loudly 
abusing one another. Then the first spear would be thrown 
and that would be the signal for a general assault which 
- would continue perhaps for an hour or two. The wounded, 
- retiring out of the fray, had clay put on their wounds by 
their women waiting in the rear, and it was customary, after 
all was over, for parts of a dead enemy’s body to be 
_ eaten, not because the aborigines were habitual cannibals, 
_ but because it was thought that some of the dead man’s 
- best qualities would be passed on through his flesh to the 
_ living. Hatreds seldom continued for very long; it was not 
_ unusual, after the first fury had spent itself in a tribal war, — 
_ for peace to be made and then both sides would make © 
“camp and carouse together. 
_ ‘Not all their ceremonies were concerned with initiations; 
they danced sometimes as a means of communing with the 
spirits of their dead ancestors, sometimes out of nothing 
more than pure delight in dancing and performing. Their 
orte was mimicry, especially of the sounds and move- 
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ments of animals and birds, and for these pantomimes they 
would paint their bodies with pipeclay and red ochre~ ‘and 
put on costumes and head-dresses made of leaves and skifis 
and feathers. Some of the tribes had a drone-pipe, a didjer- 
idoo which was a piece of bamboo, four or five feet long, 
that emitted a dull funereal note, but otherwise they had 
no instruments except the bull-roarer, and they possessed 
no drums. The women kept time by striking their thighs 
and buttocks with their hands, or by clapping boomerangs 
together, or by rustling leaves tied to their ankles. 
Experienced singers led the choruses, and although the 
tunes they sang were simple and monotonous, degenerating 
at times of high excitement into mere animal grunts, the 
sense of timing and rhythm had an African exuberance. 
Among some tribes, those on Cooper’s Creek in the centre 
of the continent for example, additional effects were added 
by fixing embers into the anal apertures of beetles which 
flew among the performers as they danced. 

Charles Darwin witnessed a corroborree of the White 
Cockatoo men and local natives at King George Sound in 
Western Australia, and it is as good a description of the 
dancing as has been written: 

‘As soon as it grew dark, small fires were lighted and the 
men commenced their toilet, which consisted in painting 
themselves white in spots and lines. As soon as all were 
ready, large fires were kept blazing, round which the wom- 
en and children were collected as spectators; the Cocka- 
too and King George’s men formed two distinct parties, 
and generally danced in answer-to each other. The dancing 
consisted in their running either sideways or in Indian file 
into an open space, and stamping the ground with great 
force as they marched together. Their heavy footsteps were 
accompanied by a kind of grunt, by beating their clubs and 
spears together, and by various other gesticulations, such 
as extending their arms and wriggling their bodies. It was a 
most rude, barbarous scene, and, to our ideas, without any 
sort of meaning; but we observed that the black women 
_ and children watched it with the greatest pleasure. Perhaps 

‘these dances originally represented actions, such as wars 

. and victories; there was one called the Emu dance, in which 
each man extended his arm in a bent manner, like -the 
neck of that bird. In another dance, one man imitated the 
movements of a kangaroo grazing in the woods, whilst a 
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~ second man crawled up, and pretended to spear him. When — 
- both tribes mingled in the dance, the ground trembled with 
the heaviness of their steps, and the air resounded with their 
wild cries. Everyone appeared in high spirits, and the 


group of nearly naked figures, viewed by the light of the 


blazing fires, all moving in hideous harmony, formed a 
perfect display of a festival amongst the lowest barbarians. 


In Tierra del Fuego, we have beheld many curious scenes 


in savage life, but never, I think, one where the natives 
were in such high spirits, and so perfectly at their ease. Af- 
ter the dancing was over, the whole party formed a great 
circle on the ground, and the boiled rice and sugar were 
distributed, to the delight of all.’ 


John Edward Eyre, one of the earliest explorers to make ~ 


a thorough study of the aborigines, did not altogether agree 


- with this description. He found the dances very moving ~ i 


and beautiful and some of their more elaborate numbers © 

he thought ‘would have drawn down thunders of applause 
in any theatre in Europe’. 

“The dances,’ he says, ‘usually commence an hour or two 
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after dark, and are frequently kept up the greater part of as 


_ the night, the performers becoming so much excited that, 


notwithstanding the violent exercise required to sustain all — 


_ their evolutions, they are unwilling to leave off. It is some- 
times difficult to induce them to commence a dance; but if | 


once they begin, and enter into the spirit of. it, it is still E: 


more difficult to induce them to break up.’ 


Eyre had a theory that the aborigines had originally mi- . 


grated southwards from the northern coast of Australia, in 


_ three waves, one coming down from the west coast, anoth-_ 


~er down the east, and a third through the centre, and he 
- believed that the tribes, constantly passing back and forth 
along these routes, took their dances with them. A tribe 
with a particularly skilful dance would become celebrate« 
and the choreography would be imitated by other tribes 
and would pass, as it were, into their repertoire. Thus new 
_ themes and movements were constantly being introduced, 
and from time to time as many as half a dozen tribes — 
2 would gather to contend with one another. A speci: 
stive number would draw from the audience, sitting 
rcle round the fires, ‘a Penge ous exclamation. of ; 
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hunting and making love, sometimes the men performing 
them alone, sometimes the women, and sometimes both 
sexes intermingling together. “The women,’ Eyre goes ony 
‘have occasionally another mode of dancing, by joining the 
hands together over the head, closing the feet, and bringing 
the knees into contact. The legs are then thrown outward 
from the knee, whilst the feet and hands are kept in their 
original position, and being quickly drawn in again a sharp 
sound is produced by the collision. This is either practised 
alone by young girls, or by several together for their own 
amusement. It is adopted also when a single woman is 
placed in front of a:row of male dancers to excite their 
passions; for many of the native dances are of a grossly li- 
centious character.’ This was written in the eighteen-forties 
when the definition of licentiousness was perhaps some- 
what narrower than it is now. The natives themselves, in 
any case, were not much concerned with our kind of moral 
values. Fighting, hunting and sex were the bases of their 
lives, it was only natural that these matters should have 
been celebrated at their festivals; and now that these 
dances have been lost forever one fancies that it is not 
something ‘barbaric’ that has gone so much as a valuable 
and lively link in the development of human culture. 

It was the same with their other expressions of the artis- 
tic impulse. All through the nineteenth century and a great 
part of the twentieth aboriginal drawings were regarded as 
‘crude’, “debased’ and ‘childish’; as anything but works of 
art, which is what they really were. With charcoal, red 
ochre and primitive chisels they made drawings and carv- 
ings of kangaroos, emus and lizards, and of the human 
figure in all its activities, hunting, fighting and dancing. 

. Their canvases were the boles of trees and strips of bark, 
but more usually the walls of a cave or the inner surface of 
an overhanging shelf of rock. They loved also to make 
stencils of their hands and feet by blowing over them from 


the mouth on to the rock a solution of ochre. Some of the : 


drawings are very ancient, and they depict huge serpents as 
much as thirty feet in length and giant prehistoric kanga- 
roos, In order to make what he was depicting absolutely 
clear the native artist would sometimes put in details which 
he could not see; thus, in the manner of Picasso, we have 
portraits which combine the full face with a profile. Oth- 
ers, like the early Egyptians, placed the heads of animals 
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: and aes upon human forms, and others again produced 
_ ideographs, stylized picture-patterns that bear a certain 
_ Tesemblance to Chinese writing. 

Herbert Basedow, the best of the Daaipalbaists who 
were still able to observe the aborigine in his native state at 
the beginning of the present century, puts the matter very 
well when he says ‘an aboriginal’s design may be crude, but 
his imagination is, nevertheless, wonderful; we see the line, 
but he sees the life; we behold the image, he the form’. 
_ Basedow reveals how their ideographs and abstract draw- 

ings were developed from natural objects. Thus in the 

following sketches we see the normal conventional frog 
and tortoise becoming emblematic patterns: 


Even a written language was beginning to emerge: 
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CROSSED BOOMERANGS SYMBOL FOR A FIGHT 


There were many totally different dialects but the aborig- 
ines usually managed to make themselves understood 
_ through gestures which were known ‘everywhere. Thus the 
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slapping of the right hand against the buttocks means 
‘Follow me’; the placing of the hands over the breasts 
meant a woman, and the stroking of the chin, a mari?. 
Animals and birds were easily described by imitating their 
calls and through motions of the hand. They counted by 
using the fingers and toes, and the passage of time was 
indicated by the number of ‘sleeps’ and of moons. A ren- 
dezvous would be fixed by a man pointing to the 
anticipated position of the sun. Anyone who has stayed 
long enough among primitive people for a routine of habits 
to be established will know how quickly and completely a 
sign language of this kind can be built up; it becomes a 
kind of second nature and is infinitely preferable to the 
hideous pidgin-English which was forced upon the aborig- 
ine when the white man arrived. : 
Few idols existed, but there was a community of reli- 
gious feeling among the tribes. All of them had a belief in 
a great supernatural being and a veneration of their ances- 
tors. The fear of evil spirits was also fairly general, and 
certain tribes worshipped the sun, others fire, while others 
again possessed stone phalluses which were regarded as sa- 
cred. The snake also played an important part in aboriginal 
mythology. Every tribe had its kobong—its totem—which 
might be an animal like the dingo or a bird like the white 
cockatoo, and every man had his secret name, and took his 
part in the secret rites of his tribe. Indeed, there seems to 
have been a continual preoccupation with the mystery of 
life and death, and all that was unknown or not physically 
present at any given moment was referred to as being ‘in 
the dreaming’. This world of dreams was very real and 
could become nightmarish for a man outlawed by his tribe. 

The ritual pointing of a bone or a stick at a man was 
enough to condemn him to death. Unless the witch-doctor 
could produce counter-spells to save him he really did die. 
Basedow has described how a ‘boned’ man he once saw 
stood aghast and terrified as though he felt the lethal magic * 
pouring into him. He tried to shriek, then fell to the 
ground and crawled away, refusing to eat or drink until at 
last death relieved him from his misery. 

_ The dead were carefully buried, for it was believed that 
the spirit of man was eternal and could take possession of 
his bones at some future day. Relatively little ceremony 
took place at the deatl of the old, since it was thought that 
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to some extent their spirit had already departed from their 
bodies. But the death of a young person was-the occasion 
of great burial honours. Amid loud and continuous wailing 
his fellow tribesmen would mutilate their bodies and scalps 
with sharp bones, often inflicting terrible wounds; and for 
a long period of mourning a widow would separate herself 
from the tribe. 

These, then, were the tough, vigorous, gentle, supersti- 
tious and conservative people whom Banks found but one 
degree removed from the brutes, and whom Dampier 
described as the miserablest on earth. Yet they were 
neither brutal nor miserable before the white men came. In 
a harsh and barren country they had established a perfectly 
valid way of life, they had kept the race alive through 
unknown centuries of time, they threatened no one, and 
coveted nothing except the barest minimum of food. They 
had the art of living for the day, they knew how to laugh 
and enjoy themselves, and if they had no ambition at least 
they possessed the Greek quality of ¢Aorina—the knowing 
of one’s place in the world. 

It remained now to see if they could still keep that place 
when the white men came to settle in Australia. 


The Settlement 


For nearly eighteen years after Cook’s departure the abor- 
igines of New South Wales remained undisturbed, and 
would have continued so even longer but for the American 
war of independence. The British defeat in 1781 meant 
that the American colonies could no longer be used as a 
_ convenient dumping ground for criminals, and in order to 
relieve the overcrowding in the British gaols it was 
necessary to set up a penal settlement in some other coun- 
try. As early as 1779 the matter was considered by a com- 
mittee of the House of Commons. New Zealand was reject- 
ed on the grounds that the Maoris there were too fero- 
cious, but Banks came forward with the suggestion that 
Botany Bay on the eastern coast of Australia might be the 
answer to the problem. Banks had been none too en- 
thusiastic about the place—its soil or its water supply— 
when he had actually been there with Cook in the 
Endeavour, but time and distance had lent enchantment to 
the scene, and now he thought it might do very well if 
seeds and livestock were taken out from England. The 
committee agreed, and Lord Sydney, the Secretary of State 
for the Home Office, submitted the plan to the Treasury 
for its approval. 

Botany Bay had obvious attractions. The natives were 
few in number, and being of a timid disposition were not 


likely to cause trouble. The land was there for the taking; . 


no other European nation claimed it, and it was also 
commendably distant from England; once landed in New 
_ South Wales the criminals would not have much chance of 
getting home again. 
- Even when one remembers the precariousness of life in 
the eighteenth century, the universal poverty and the great 
. difference between the rich and the poor, one is still hard 
put to it to understand the callousness and ruthlessness of 
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the authorities in dealing with law-breakers. They had ad- 


- vanced beyond the stage of cutting off hands and feet, but 


not very far. Three hundred lashes, more than most men 
could bear, was not an uncommon punishment for the 


. theft of a sheep, and it made no difference if the culprit 


was a boy of twenty or even less; he was a criminal, the 
curse was in the blood, and that was that. It was almost as 
if society was in a state of permanent civil war, the haves 


_ against the have-nots, and it hardly needed the French 


YY Lad Boi 


Tevolution to remind the English gentry that the mob at 
home could be just as menacing as any enemy they might 
encounter in a foreign war. Relax the criminal code, show 
a little humanity to the first offender or the hungry 
prostitute, and chaos would result. 

So now it was proposed to ship the sheep-stealer and the 
pickpocket, the forger and the house-breaker and the other 
undesirables out to the uncivilized Pacific for a period of 
seven years or so—which was much the same thing as say- 


ing for the term of their natural lives. Speaking of the con- 


victs who were sentenced to forced labour on one of the 
prison hulks at Woolwich Dr. Johnson declared roundly, ‘I 
do not see that they are punished by this; they must have 


' worked equally had they never been guilty of stealing. 


They now only work; so after all they have gained; what 


' they stole is clear gain to them; the confinement is 


nothing.’ Dr. Johnson did not know what he was talking 
about. 

By the middle of the Weatecmaionries hese hulks were 
‘becoming very crowded, and their squalour was such that 


' men, women and children were dying in them. At last in 
_ 1787 it was decided to get the Botany Bay scheme under - 
_ way. The ‘First Fleet’ to sail was to consist of eleven. ships: 
_H.MSS. Sirius, 612 tons, the sloop Supply, and nine trans- 


‘port and store-ships, all of them around three or four 


hundred tons. A naval officer, Captain Arthur Phillip, was 


_ to have the command, and later, when the new colony was 
established, the status of governor. To control the convicts 


“he was to be given four companies of marines, some of 


whom were permitted to take their wives and families with 
them, and there were also 443 sailors. The prisoners num- 


bered just on 800, of whom about a third were women, the 
sexes being kept apart in separate ships. There was much 


‘waiting about while two years’ stores were got on board, 
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but eventually on May 13th, 1787, the unhappy little 
squadron got away from Spithead. 

Things went unexpectedly well. The weather was good; 
the male convicts, though still confined below decks, had 

_ their fetters struck from their ankles, and now that the die 
was cast and there could be no turning back, a certain 
cheerfulness was generated (if we are to believe the diarists 
on the voyage) by the fact that they were all committed to- 
gether to an extraordinary adventure. Who knew what the 
new land would provide? Perhaps gold-mines, perhaps rich - 

_ farming valleys, perhaps a chance of making a new start. 
Anything, at all events, was better than lying rotting in 
hulks in the Thames. 

They called at Teneriffe, Rio de Janiero and Capetown 
to pick up livestock and fresh provisions, and towards the 
end of the year they were approaching the Australian 
coast. Phillip now went on ahead with four of the fastest 
“ships to prepare for the landing at Botany Bay, and on 
January 18th, 1788, with the aid of Cook’s chart, they 
_ sailed into the Endeavour’s old anchorage. During the next 
few days the remainder of the fleet came in as well. They 
had been just over eight months on the voyage; the con- 
victs, threatened with death if they mutinied, had given no 
trouble, and only twenty-three of them had died, which 
was regarded as no bad record in those days. Phillip, on 
going ashore to reconnoitre, managed to make contact with 

_ the aborigines. They appeared to have no memory of Cook 
and were very curious about the white, shaven faces of the 
British sailors. They asked by signs if they were men or _ 
women, and on being told they were men, burst into great 

- Jaughter. i 
 §o far so good. But Phillip did not like the land he saw. 
It seemed to him to be flat, featureless and barren, and 
now, at the full height of the summer, there was very little 
water about. He did not see how his very large company 
could support themselves there, and it says a good deal for 
his resourcefulness that he at once sent his sloop to investi- 
- gate Port Jackson, the other harbour a few miles to the 
north, which Cook had sighted, but not entered, eighteen 
years before. The Supply returned in a'day or two with a 
highly favourable report; Port Jackson was an almost land- 
-jocked harbour with a deep-water estuary running inland 
for many miles and the land appeared to be fertile. Phillip 
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decided to move the whole fleet there without delay, and 
they were actually putting out to sea when two strange 
ships were seen to be making in towards Botany Bay. This 
was an extraordinary event. No ships had entered these 
waters since Cook’s day, and none were expected there 
now. Phillip waited for the strangers to come up and was 
relieved to find it was the French explorer La Pérouse with 
La Boussole and L’Astrolabe. They had had a momentous 
journey round the world since leaving Brest two and a half 
years before, and were now investigating whaling prospects 
in the Pacific. La Pérouse as a boy had been wounded and 
captured at sea by the British, and subsequently had fought 
with them in various parts of the world. But he bore no 


grudge, and after a warm exchange of courtesies with Phil- . 


lip he anchored in Botany Bay, while the convict fleet 
sailed on to its new landfall in Port Jackson. 

Even today, after nearly two hundred years of hapha- 
zard municipal planning and the activities of property de- 
velopers, Port Jackson is a wonderful sight to behold. 
There is some truth in its claim to be the loveliest harbour 
in the world. Once inside the narrow heads the traveller 
has the sensation of being on an inland lake with long arms 
reaching away on every side into delightful coves and hid- 
den bays. Whether you look down from the hills above or 
up from the sea below it is a perfect conjunction of land 
and water, a place for small sailing boats and gardens, and 
much of the city of Sydney itself is a water-city where 
every room is 4 room with a view. Even the skyscrapers, 
perched one above the other on different levels, have a 
castle-like effect, and the great lumpish bridge achieves a 


certain airiness in the evening light. 


Phillip’s company was no fervent band of Mayflower 
pilgrims escaping persecution in a new land—the persecu- 
tion was still decidedly with them—but- just the same it 


must have been an exhilarating thing to have coasted into . 


this sprightly bay where everything was pristine and un- 
touched, and where no white man had ever been before. 
They longed to get ashore. It was not just a question of the 
eight months voyage they had just made; some of the con- 
_ Victs had been serving long sentences in the hulks on the 
Thames and it was years since they had put foot on land. 
Having passed through the heads into the calm water of 
the harbour the Fleet sailed along for four miles in a west- 
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erly direction and then reached a ‘snug cove’ where a small 
stream ran down to the shore. Here (it is the present site 
of Circular Quay, whence the ferry boats go out across the 
harbour), they dropped anchor in water so deep that they 
could tie up to the shore. The disembarkation immediately 
began and continued for the next two days. It must have 
been a lively scene: the tents pitched beside the little 
stream, the woodcutters at work, the blacksmith’s forges 
and the camp ovens being set up, the marines parading in 
their red coats, and the come and go of little boats around 
the fleet. Indeed, it was rather more than lively. No one 
had quite foreseen the effect of segregating the sexes in 
different ships for so long a time, and now, when the con- 
victs were brought ashore, there was a general rush for the 
women. - 

The memorialists of the voyage avert their eyes from 
what happened with something like a shudder, and appar- 
ently for a while things got out of hand. There had not 
been much delicacy or regard for privacy in the convicts’ 
lives in England, and now all inhibitions vanished entirely, 
the women being no less willing than the men,.and the 
Marines as eager as the convicts. The debauch seems to 
have continued whenever opportunity offered for some 
days and nights, and Phillip, holding divine service under a 
great tree on the first Sunday, earnestly recommended 
marriage to the congregation—a course which, incidental- 
ly, many of them soon followed. Meanwhile the camp was 
taking shape. A boundary had been drawn round it, and 
the few natives that appeared were made to understand 
that they must not cross it. This boundary was also pa- 


* trolled day and night by marines to prevent the convicts 


from escaping into the bush. Scurvy had broken out, and 
foraging parties were sent off to seek for fresh food. They 
had little success; a blundering marine with a musket had 
not much hope of getting within range of the timid kan- 
garoos, no eatable green plants were to be found, and even 
the fishing boats that trawled the harbour with nets were 
disappointed. As yet, however, there was no cause for 
alarm; they had ample provisions in the ships and the live- 
stock they had brought with them were regaining condition 


ashore. 
Since this stock was so vital to the isolated life that lay ~ 


_ before them it is worth listing. They had 1 stallion, 3 
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mares, 3 colts, 2 bulls, 5 cows, 29 sheep, 19 goats, 49 hogs, 
25 pigs, 5 rabbits, 18 turkeys, 29 geese, 35 ducks, 122 
fowls and 87 chickens—a pitifully small collection to” 
maintain well over a thousand people, but it was hoped: 
that it would soon increase by breeding. 

On February 7th, nearly two weeks after they had got 
ashore, Phillip held a parade for the formal taking over of 
the new colony. He revealed in an address to his followers 
that he had been given by the King virtually absolute 
powers, not only over the settlement (which he had named 
Sydney Cove), but of the entire eastern seaboard 
discovered by Cook. It was an immense responsibility, and 
there were people in England who had questioned Phillip’s 
ability to undertake it..He was rather a delieate-looking 
man, and-there was nothing much in his past record to in- 
spire great confidence. He had been born forty years be- 
fore in London of a German father and an English mother 
with naval connections, and had made his way quietly up 
through the ranks of the Royal Navy. It was true that he 
had travelled widely in the Mediterranean and in the 
Atlantic, and that at one stage, when he was attached to 
the Portuguese Navy, he had transported 400 convicts to 
Brazil. But it had been a mediocre career, and he had actu- 
ally been living on half-pay as a gentleman-farmer in 
Hampshire when he was chosen to take command of this 
very hazardous adventure in the Pacific. 

Phillip, however, seems to have been one of those quiet, 
competent men who are not really interested in power, but 
who will use it very well if it is thrust upon them. He had 
been firm and sensible in getting the right equipment for 
his ships before setting out, he had brought them through 
the long voyage without mishap, and now, in a practical 
and decisive way, he began to exhibit qualities of leader- 
ship that had been hardly suspected before. He was con- 
fident enough to be humane. We find him holding his hand 
at first from excessive punishment, and he gave the clearest 
orders that they must at all times try to befriend the blacks. 

But already the deficiencies of the expedition were mak- 
ing themselves -felt. Incredibly they had no botanist or 
geologist with them, and practically no one who could ad- 
vise them usefully about that most difficult of all things 

_ which they had set out to do: to make European plants 
grow in land that was utterly alien to them, a one : 


oa areal 
es tS 


5 # 
a 


The Settlement 149 


‘where winter fell in summer, where there was no manure 


__ for the soil, where no one knew from one day to another 


what the temperature was going to be, where the wind was 
going to come from and at what velocity, or whether or 
not rain was going to fall. In principle the convicts had 
been chosen because they were either farmers or craftsmen, 
but in fact there was precious little skill amongst them, and 
they were not the sort of men who could easily adjust 
themselves to new conditions, especially conditions so en- 
tirely strange as these. 

No one had envisaged the extreme toughness of the tim- 


_ ber to be cleared, nor the aridity of a soil that was baked 


iron-hard by the fierce summer heat. No one had 
anticipated that no limestone would be found for the mak- 
ing of mortar, or that long droughts would be followed by 


\ floods that would wash away the surface soil from their 


fields. They had no horses to plough with, and once their 


\ provisions were exhausted, no reserves of any kind. Crops 


had to be raised within the next eighteen months or they 


~ would starve. It was difficult for them to discover more 


about the country and its possibilities by befriending the 
blacks, because by the very fact of their presence they were 
antagonizing and frightening the tribes. They were bound 


~~ to seize the aborigines’ hunting grounds for their crops and 


to trespass upon their fishing grounds, and the aborigines 
were bound to try and defend their rights and to take repri- 
sals. And over all, oppressive and persistent, stultifying 
every enterprise, was that dead, sullen atmosphere of a 
gaol. The man in fetters, dressed in a coarse blue and yel- 
low prisoner’s jacket and working in a chain gang, was 


hardly likely to throw himself into the creation of a new 
colony with a sense of burning enthusiasm. For him it was 


simply another gaol. 

It was a situation that bordered on lunacy. How could 
they hope to survive in this arid and hostile place unless 
they forgot their differences, unless all of them, gaolers and 
prisoners alike, turned to and worked the land with their 


~ utmost energy? In this emergency every man was vital. But 


no, it would not do; the punishment had to continue, the 


_ artificial conditions established fifteen thousand miles away 
_ in England had to persist here in the wilderness. And so we 
have the grotesque spectacle of the prisoners shackled one 


another being marched off into the bush, where a war- 
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der with a loaded musket stood over them while they 
worked. On paper then, Phillip was defeated before, he 
had even begun. But he did not know this, he did not really. 
know anything about the future, and so in merciful igno- 
trance he got to work. 

The best authority for the first few years of the colony’s 
existence is a twenty-year old marine officer, Captain Wat- 
kin Tench. He was an educated man, he wrote well, and 
his diary is honest. ‘In Port Jackson,’ he cries at one point, 
‘all is quiet and stupid as could be wished.’ It was the stupid- 
ity of endless, uneventful days, of incessant, repetitive 
physical labour, of boring and brutish companions who 
had nothing to say, of nostalgia for even the smallest lux- 
uries of a civilized society—and perhaps too of a nagging 
recurring fear that in the end all would fail, all would be 

lost, and the little settlement would die without the outside 
world ever knowing anything about it. Nothing ever seemed 
to go right. The seeds they planted—and with what devastat- 
ing labour of hacking away the bush and of scratching at 
the ground with hoes—refused to come up, or having 
come up, were blasted by the sun. It was so hot that bats 
and parakeets fell dead out of the trees. The sheep died of 
some strange disease. The cattle strayed and were not 
recovered.* ¢ 

Phillip had a fine plan for a new town with a main street 
two hundred feet wide, but it went forward with excruciat- 
ing slowness; after months of work they had achieved only 
two small brick and stone houses, an observatory and a 
wooden hospital. Most of the colony were still living in 
tents or huts made of branches and clay. Weevils and mag- 
gots had got into their stores, and still the intensive hunting 
and fishing yielded next to nothing. The scurvy continued 
and there were soon fifty dead, Presently the whole colony 
was facing slow starvation, and by night both convicts and 
marines would loot from each other’s gardens the few piti- 
ful vegetables that had managed to survive. These thefts 
became so bad, so threatening to the security of the 
whole colony, that Phillip was forced to take desperate 
measures: six marines were hanged for breaking into the 

public stores, others were given 300 lashes, and he even 
+ When they were eventually found in the bush seven years later the two 


bulls and four cows that had escaped had multiplied into a herd of 
sixty-one and all had gone wild. x 
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contemplated marooning some of the more recalcitrant pil- 


_ ferers among the cannibals in New Zealand. Had they been 


able to get inland to more fertile land things might have 
been better, but they had few horses, and every attempt to 


. Teach the mountains on foot was defeated by thirst and 


hunger. The blacks had become menacing. When their 
fishing tackle was stolen by convicts and all the wild 
game about the settlement had been driven away by 
gunfire, they fell upon any straggler they found in the bush 
and speared him to death. 

This still did not prevent some of the convicts from 
trying to escape from the settlement. Until La Pérouse 
sailed away in March their main idea was to desert to the 
French ships in Botany Bay, and when this failed they be- 
came obsessed with the absurd notion that China was the 


‘ place to make for; they believed it lay just a hundred miles 


away Over the mountains. A group of Irishmen actually set 
out for Canton, and some came back half-dead from hun- 


_ ger, while others were speared or collapsed in the bush. Oth- ~ 


ers again were tougher and managed to ‘go native’, and 
_ these were the original bushrangers; they lived by making 


faids into the settlement by night. 


In these dismal circumstances the little colony struggled 
through the first summer into the autumn and winter, and 
because, from the governor downwards, there was no hope 
for any of them unless they battled on, they did not abso- 


lutely lose heart. Tench, at all events, manages to write of 


these early days, not as a long catalogue of disasters, but as 
‘a chronicle of the natural setbacks of a great experiment, 
and through his pages one begins to note a certain slow ad- 


~. justment of the colonists to their harsh surroundings, the 
growth of a simple expertise in forcing the land to 


produce. In any case, not all the news was bad. The 


little Supply went off on a thousand-mile journey to Nor- 


folk Island* to start a subsidiary settlement, and they 


found there a better climate, fish in abundance and vast 


E pines, 180 feet high, which were infinitely superior to 
" the Australian eucalyptus for masts and building timber. 


—. 


On her return voyage to Sydney the ship chanced upon 


~ another uninhabited island (which they named after Lord 
_ Howe), and here they discovered large green turtles and 


We First discovered by Cook in the Resolution in October 1774. 
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myriads of birds that were so tame they could be knocked 
over with a stick. Things also began to take a turn for the 
better in November 1789, when the colonists, despairing of 
the poor soil around Sydney Cove, pushed up the estuary 
for a dozen miles and found good ground at a place they 
named Rose Hill. It abounded in a species of beautiful scar- 
let birds which became known as ‘Rose-hillers-—a term 
that was contracted later to Rosella, despite the fact that 
Rose Hill itself soon reverted to its native name, Parra- 
matta. Still another more fruitful farming ground was 
found on the banks of the Hawkesbury River to the north 
of Sydney. It soon became famous for its oysters. 

Now too, they began to discover that the bush was not 
absolutely barren. They made a drinkable infusion from 
the root of the sarsparilla plant, red gum from the euca- - 
lyptus trees was of some help in treating scurvy, fish be- 
came more plentiful “at certain seasons, and they grew 
more skilful in trapping the native birds, They were still 
very much attached to England, the homeland that had re- 
jected them, for where else in this wilderness were their 
thoughts to turn. None of them thought of themselves as 
‘Australians’; indeed, the term had not been invented as 
yet, and the country was still referred to as New Holland, 
or, more vaguely, as just Botany Bay. June 4th, 1788, was 
the fiftieth birthday of George III (who was then declining 
into his first bout of insanity), and it was celebrated with a 
salute of guns, the lighting of bonfires and a banquet. Phil- 
lip pardoned four men who had’ been condemned to death. 

So then by the end of the first year they were in a situa- 
tion that was critical, but not absolutely desperate. Their 
main hopes were fixed upon the Sirius, which had been 

-sent off to the Cape of Good Hope for wheat, and with 

their numbers down to around 900 they set themselves to 
weather through their second long summer as best they 
could. Despite its setbacks the little colony was beginning 
to wear a more settled air. A routine was developing. In 
addition to the communal farms every man had his little 
plot that he worked himself, and the convicts were allowed 
to rest through the hot hours of the day. By night the ships 
‘at anchor in the cove tolled the hours with their bells, and 
from the shore the sentries shouted in answer ‘AIl’s well’. 
The thieving continued, but at least there was no murder 
or suicide. 
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Atl through this time Phillip kept making efforts to come 


to terms with the blacks, but they rejected every approach. 
They were so suspicious that they even refused to give 
Sanctuary to a negro convict who had absconded. But Phil- 
lip was determined at least to learn their language, and in 
the end he sent out two boatloads of marines on a kidnap- 


ping raid. They managed to grab a man and bring him 


a 


back to Sydney Cove, where they soothed him and fed 
him, and after he had been bathed and shaved, they 


dressed him in a shirt and trousers. There he was, got up 


like some wild animal in a circus, and after a while he 
learned to eat bread and drink tea. Then a disaster hap- 
pened. In April 1789 black bodies were suddenly seen to 
be floating in the harbour and washed up in the coves. 
Smallpox had struck. The man they had captured was one 
of the first victims, and by May the disease had swept 
through all the harbour tribes. A few of the sick who were 


. too feeble to protest were brought into Sydney for treat- 


ment, but the majority, comprehending nothing of this 


' mnysterious enormity that had struck them down, quietly 


succumbed by their campfires. They had had no serious dis- 
eases before this, but it is doubtful if they guessed that the 
white man was the cause of their misery. This terrible, 


- lethal thing was simply an evil that descended upon them 


out of the sky—out of the dreaming—and there was 
nothing their medicine men could do about it. 

Phillip was determined to get another black protégé to 
replace the one who had died, and when the worst of the 
plague was over he succeeded in capturing a young man of 
twenty-six named Bennelong, who was much scarred by 
tribal wars but otherwise a healthy specimen. He proved 


’ more adaptable to white men’s ways than his predecessor, 
for he soon developed a taste for European food and drink 


and he was kept as a sort of pet at Government House. 
Tench describes him as ‘of good stature and stoutly made, 
with a bold, intrepid countenance, which bespoke defiance 
and revenge’. Others found him ‘communicative and 
affable’. Poor Bennelong. He was the first guinea-pig to be 
used in the attempt to make a fusion between the black 
man and the white, and it is true that they made some 


headway with him; he learned to speak a little English, he 


adopted European clothes and began to wash, and 


ugh he was allowed to come and go as he pleased he 


— 
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preferred to linger on in the settlement. Sometimes he re- 
joined his tribe for a few days but he always came back. 4 

The rest of his story can be conveniently and briefly re- 
lated here. Like Omai, he was sent to England later on to 
be displayed, and was taken up by society there for a year 
or two. On his return to Sydney he found that his wife was 
pregnant by another man and she died in childbirth. The 
story goes (and possibly it is apocryphal) that Benne- 
long killed his rival with a spear and then built a pyre upon 
which he threw at first the dead body of his wife and then 
the living child. He is said to have declared that he did not 
wish the boy to grow up and live as unhappy a life amongst 
the whites as he himself had done. Soon after this he 
returned to the bush, where he died in a tribal fight in - 
January 1813. The place where the pyre was built was 
named Bennelong Point, and that is the site of the new 
Sydney Opera House, a splendid, grandiose building, some- 
‘thing in the white man’s dreaming. 

There never was much chance that a real rapprochement 
could be made between the white men and the aborigines 
in their wild state. The gap between them was too great. 
The black man may have been a better physical specimen 
than the white, but he had to change if he was going to ad- 
just himself to the European way of life, and in making 
that change he lost his strength and his virility. The few 
aborigines who now, little by little, began to come into the 
settlement to beg for food and tobacco—and eventually li- 
quor—and who paraded themselves in dirty and ragged 
cast-off clothing, were not half the men they had been when 
they were living with their tribes in the bush. It seems a 
strange thing to say, but apartheid might have saved them. 
Had they been kept out of the settlement, had they been al- 
lotted hunting and fishing grounds from which the white 
men were excluded, they might have made the transition to 
civilization in their own good time. But this was a head-on 
conflict between the two races, both wanted the same terri- 
tory in order to survive, and impatience and fear were 
created by hunger. The convicts, not to speak of the 
marines, were hardly the sort of people to make allowances 
‘for the aborigines. They treated them like wild dogs, and | 
when the aborigines tried to defend themselves they shot 
them. Thus violence alternated with cosseting; the tame 
aborigine who hung around the settlement was indulged 
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and tolerated, the wild one was killed; and both in the end 
were despised. Even Watkin Tench, who had started off as 
a follower of Rousseau and a great supporter of the noble 
savage, began to change his views, and although he never 
became a black-hater he grew to believe that the aborigine 
was pretty well a hopeless case. 
It was Phillip himself who brought matters to a head. 
One day a dead whale was washed up on the shore on the 
| northern side of the harbour, and the Governor went over 
there in his boat. He found a group of natives feasting on 
the flesh, and for some reason or other—perhaps because 
they thought that Phillip and his party were going to drive 
_ them off the carcass—they picked up their spears in a men- 
_ acing way. In Cook’s fashion Phillip went toward them 
unarmed, and making friendly gestures. It was unwise. One 
of the tribesmen plunged a spear into his shoulder, and 
_ Phillip, quite badly wounded, was carried off to his boat. 
’ This outburst of ferocity was followed by an immediate 
- reaction in the tribes; like children they were sorry for 
what they had done and came forward asking for forgive- 
ness. And indeed for a time there was a much better rela- 
tionship with them. But all this ended abruptly in another 
more serious incident. M’Entire, the governor’s gamekeep- 
er, a man much hated by the blacks (probably with good 
teason—he was known to have shot at them from time to 
time), was out with a hunting-party beyond the confines of 
the settlement when a group of tribesmen fell upon his 
camp and speared him dead. This was too much, even for 
Phillip. He sent Tench out on a punitive expedition with 
_ orders to shoot six blacks as a reprisal. It was a ridiculous 
= business; Tench made two forced marches into the bush 
with a company of marines and it is difficult to understand 
how he-ever imagined that such a heavy-handed operation 
would have the slightest chance against such expert stalkers 
and huntsmen as the naked aborigines. They must have 
seen the red coats for miles away and they vanished. Tench 
and his men finished up in the moonlight in a quagmire at 
the head of Botany Bay, and then trailed back to Sydney 
__ without so much as catching sight of a single black. 
' Thus the misunderstanding and mistrust went grimly on, 
- and it was relieved only occasionally by a gesture or a mo- 
ment of compassion. Once a marine, lost in the bush, was 
confronted by a party of blacks who offered to lead him 
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back to the settlement if he surrendered his gun. The sol- 
dier in great fear handed it over and at once the aborigines, 
laid down their spears. They then conducted the man to his~ 
home and when they reached it gave him back his gun. But 
such incidents were rare. 

In May 1789 the Sirius got back from Capetown, their 
first visitation in seventeen months from the outside world, 
but her cargo of wheat was only a temporary relief. By the 
end of that year the famine was increasing again, clothes 
and uniforms were wearing out, and many of the men 
went barefoot. Most of the ships of the First Fleet had 
returned to England, and when now the Sirius was 
wrecked off Norfolk Island and the sloop Supply was sent 
to Batavia for provisions, they were entirely cut off. Every . 
day a watch was kept from Sydney heads for the sight of a 
sail from England. Six months went by before the cry went 
up at last—a ship approaching. It was the vanguard of the 
Second Fleet, the Lady Juliana, eleven months out from 
London, and during the next few weeks she was followed 
into port by four more ships. This was not much more 
than a mixed blessing. One of their storeships, the Guard- 
ian, laden with livestock, fruit-trees and other supplies, 
had struck an iceberg and had returned to Capetown, and 
the convicts in the other vessels were in appalling condition 
through malnutrition. Of the original 1,038 who had sailed 
from England, 273 had died on the voyage and another 
486 were ill. The captains, apparently, had been 
profiteering by cutting down on the rations. Only the slave- 
traders then running negroes from Africa to America and 
the West Indies could have been quite so inhumane as this. 

However, now, after two and a half years they had mail 
from home, and they heard for the first time of the out- 
break of the French Revolution. One rather wonders what 
they made of the Terror. Were the convicts delighted that 
the underdog was having his day: Did any of them pause . 
to reflect that in France, the most sophisticated country on 
earth, men and women could watch the guillotine at work _ 
in the public streets with sadistic indifference, while here in 
New Holland the aborigine, the most primitive of all hu- 
‘man beings, burst into tears when he saw a warder flogging 
a prisoner? No torture was practised among the aborigines, 
and the pointing of a stick was perhaps a more subtle and 
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eatocaefut deterrent against wrong-doing than a bloody 
- guillotine. 

Few of the colonists were reconciled to their exile as yet. 
The marines longed for their terms to expire so that they 
could return home, and not many of them elected to take 

Up free grants of land. The convicts continued to try and 
escape. There was one really spectacular attempt early in 
1791. Eleven men, a woman and her two children seized 
‘the Governor’s cutter and, inspired apparently by Captain 
Bligh’s exploit in an open boat, miraculously made their 
way to Batavia, three thousand miles away. Here they were 

handed over by the Dutch to a British ship, and with seven 
of their number dead (including the two children) were 
eventually taken to England. The penalty for absconding 
from a penal settlement was death, and it is pleasant to re- 
call that James Boswell, in one of his storms of indignation 
against injustice, took up their cause. The woman, Mary 
‘Bryant, who was only twenty-eight, he took into his custo- 

_dy with a pension of £10 a year, and the men of the party 

were also released through his exertions. 

The Pacific was losing some of its terrors by this time. 
La Pérouse, it is true, had vanished after he had sailed 

away from Botany Bay, and another thirty-five years were 
to elapse before it was discovered that his two ships had 
been wrecked on the reefs of Vanikoro in the New Heb- 
rides. But Phillip was starting to send his own ships as far 
afield as China and Tahiti, where it was thought that native 
“wives might be obtained for the convicts. A whaling indus- 
“try had begun: large numbers of sperm whales had been 
sighted off the New South Wales coast, and the English 
‘captains, having dumped their passengers at Sydney, set off 
‘in pursuit of them. Then in July 1791 the Third Fleet of 
ten ships began to arrive, bringing in them 1,865 male con- 
victs in addition to 144 prostitutes. One of these vessels, 
the Mary Anne, had made the voyage in record time, just 
over four months. 

_ There were now more than 4,000 people in the settle- 
‘Ment, some 3,000 of them established at Sydney and Par- 
‘Tamatta and the rest on Norfolk Island. The colony was 
“not really secure as yet. In the’ autumn of 1791 they were 

‘again on short rations, and a disastrous drought continued 

ntil August. But then with the beginning of the spring the 
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rain fell, and out at Parramatta the threadbare crops were 
starting to show a small return at last and they even 
managed to produce a little tobacco. It was a tremendous 
moment when two bunches of grapes were cut from the 
vines in the governor’s garden. Yet it was still a bizarre ex- 
istence, the élite of the officers and their wives clinging to 
the refinements of Europe, the soldiers and the free settlers 
_ forming a middle group, and beneath them the unhappy. 
mass of convicts, the illiterates from the Irish bogs and the 
English slums, the forgers, the footpads and the political 
undesirables. Some remarkable characters were beginning 
to emerge. Tench speaks of the counterfeiter Frazer: 

‘The governor had written to England for a set of locks 
to be sent for the security of the public stores, which were- 
to be so constructed as to be incapable of being picked. On 
their arrival his excellency sent for Frazer, and bade him 
examine them, telling him at the same time that they could 
not be picked. Frazer laughed and asked for a crooked nail 
only, to open them all. A nail was brought, and in an in- 
stant he verified his assertion. Astonished at his dexterity, a 
gentleman present determined to put it to further proof. 
He (Frazer) was sent in a hurry some days after to the 
hospital, where a lock of still superior intricacy and ex- 
pense to the others had been provided. He was told that 
the key was lost and that the lock must be immediately 
picked. He examined it attentively, remarked that it was 
the production of a workman; and demanded ten minutes 
to make an instrument “to speak with it”. Without carrying 
the lock with him, he went directly to his shop; and at the 
expiration of his term returned, applied his instrument, and 
open flew the lock. . .’ 

There remained enormous social gulfs between the three 
layers of the little community, yet their common 
experiences in a land that was basically hostile to white 
men were beginning to bind them together. It might have 
been argued that the colonists had not been very adventur- 
ous. They still knew next to nothing of the real life of the 
shadowy blacks or of the resources of the country itself. In 
_ more than three years they had hardly explored for fifty 
miles around Sydney, and they were fond of describing the 
surrounding bush as ‘impassable desert’, which it was not. 
They had not penetrated the Blue Mountains, forty miles 
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away, nor had they traced the short Hawkesbury River to 
- its source. As for the general outline of the Australian 
coast, it remained pretty much as Cook had left it in 1770. 
Yet the first shock of contact was over, a pattern of exis- 
tence, or at any rate of survival, had been established, and 
like a virus that suddenly proliferates in uncontaminated 
fields they were ready to spread out and make the conti- 
nent their own. 


The Spreading Out 


AUSTRALIA, so far as the outside world was concerned, 
had no real identity of its own before 1800. It was ‘Botany 
Bay’, a penal settlement somewhere in the remote Antip- 
odes, and the country itself had no shape. It was an amor- 
phous and shadowy outline vaguely known as New Hol- 
land, and dotted lines were used on the maps to indicate 
the great stretches of the coast that were still un- 
charted and unexplored. Was it one vast island? Or was 
it slit up by straits and inland seas into an archipelago? The 
British had a prima facie claim to the eastern seaboard ex- 
plored by Captain Cook, but all the rest’ ‘belonged’ to no- 
body as yet. The French could easily claim it. So could the 
Dutch. If they were going to be forestalled>.it was 
imperative for the British to explore the country on which 
they were so precariously perched at Port Jackson, to get 
its coastlines precisely charted and placed on the map, to 
name the bays and capes and rivers, and to investigate the 
country inland. 

Up to this date the ‘European view’ had been very 
strong. Native names had been disregarded and had been 
replaced by such terms as New South Wales, New Holland 
and New Caledonia, even though these places bore very lit- 
tle resemblance to Wales, Holland or Scotland. There was a 
strong tendency to fit the natural phenomena into precon- 
ceived European ideas. Open bush country was described, 
as parkland, and every green valley summoned up memor- 
ies of England. The painters had not been able to grip the 
fact that in Australia you can actually see through the 
spare foliage of the trees, and so. they had turned the euca- 
- lyptus into shady oaks and elms. Where the landscape sim- 
ply would not conform to European standards it was 
described as dull and uninteresting and was ignored. The 
aborigines meanwhile had been given the full noble-savage 
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treatment: sketch after sketch endowed them with heroic 
heads and classical torsos, and they were often depicted in 
the act of striking elegant poses with their spears and 
shields. William Blake in England produced a typical en- 
graving of a family group, and it was even more of a cari- 
cature than the crude naturalistic drawings made by 
amateur artists on the spot. In short, it was the myopia of 
Tahiti all over again. 

But now in 1801 came the first of a series of expeditions 
which were to open up the country, and to make people 
see it for the first time, not as an appendage to Europe, not 
as something monstrous or bizarre, but as it really was. In 
1799 the French had announced that they were sending 
out an expedition of two ships well: staffed by savants of 
the Institut de France to explore Australian waters, and 
this prodded the British Admiralty into setting up a voyage 
of exploration of its own. The command was given to a re- 
markable young naval officer named Matthew Flinders. 
Flinders was only twenty-seven, but he was a protégé of 

Banks and already he had had a great deal of experience in 

the Pacific; he had sailed with Bligh on his second voyage 
to Tahiti, and during the past five years he had explored 
the coast of New South Wales and Tasmania, mostly in 
open boats. He had learned his navigation from Bligh (just 
as Bligh had learned it from Cook), he was a precise and 
able naval draughtsman, he had an interest in natural his- 
tory, and exploration was the passion of his life. If he was 
not quite another Cook, at least he was just as steady and 
adventurous and he had the manner of command. 

-The ship they gave him, the Investigator, was hardly 
ideal as an exploring vessel. She was old and leaky and not 
very big—334 tons—but Flinders would have sailed in 
anything. He had her refitted and copper-bottomed, and in 
July 1801 he set off with a crew of volunteers and an ex- 
cellent scientific staff nominated by Banks. 

The cruise of the Investigator takes its place, after Cook’s 
original voyage and the setting up of the colony at Sydney, 
as the third great event in Australian history. She began 
her circumnavigation by charting the whole of the south- 
ern coast from King George Sound in Western Australia to 
Point Hicks on the east coast—the point where Cook had 
first sighted land. After a refit at Sydney she then | 

continued up the New South Wales coast and gave it a 
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more thorough investigation than Cook had been able 
do. Next the Gulf of Carpentaria and the north coast of the 
continent were explored, and although the charting of the 
west coast had to be abandoned—the Investigator’s planks 
were so rotten that she threatened to sink in every storm— 
they completed the circumnavigation and returned to Syd- 
ney in June 1803. It was a major achievement, far more 
than the French expedition was able to do, and at the end 
of it all Flinders and his companions were able to put to- 
gether a detailed description of the continent that was 
infinitely more detailed and accurate than anything that 
had appeared before. They may not have quite achieved a 
revolution of clear vision, but at least they moved towards _ 
it; they reacted to what they saw rather than to tradition, 
and no doubt they gave encouragement to a new group of 
artists in the colony—men such as John William Lewin— 
who were beginning at last to see the Australian landscape 
in a more iconoclastic way. 2 

The political and geographical results of the voyage 
were very great. No one from this time onwards seriously 
challenged the British claim to the country, and within 
Australia itself—it was Flinders who suggested that the 
name should be changed from New Holland to Australia— 
the colonists now had some notion of where they could 
best establish new settlements round the coast. One after 
another the good harbours that Flinders and others had 
charted were occupied; at first Hobart in Tasmania, then 
Brisbane, then King George Sound, and Perth in Western 
Australia, and finally Melbourne and Adelaide on the 
south coast. By the mid eighteen-thirties the country’s 
chain of future capitals was complete. 

Most of these new settlements were isolated from one 
another by hundreds if not thousands of miles of unex- 
plored country, and their only means_of communication. 
with Sydney and with one another was by sea. The prob- 
lem was to link them up by land, and so we now have the 
explorers setting out on foot and on horseback from Syd- 
ney, each one penetrating a little further than the last. As 
- in America, it was largely a matter of pushing out to the 
west where it was hoped new grazing lands would be 
found, perhaps mountains and rivers as well. In fact, in 
Australia there is no good country in the centre; the 
further you proceed from the coast the more barren the 
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and Fes sines, until you end at last in absolute desert. The 
colonists did not know this, and perhaps it would not have 


made very much difference if they had, for the zest for 


discovery was now very great. And so they kept on trying 
to penetrate into the interior, and to establish links from 
one side of the continent to the other. 

These early explorers were an extraordinarily tough lot, 


_mostly young English army officers who had come out to 


administer the penal settlements but preferred the freedom 
of the bush. Of them all; Edward John Eyre is perhaps the 
most remarkable, if not intellectually, at least in his sheer 
persistence and the extent of his achievements. His 
tremendous march along the Great Australian Bight is 
more revealing of the true nature of Australian exploration 


’ than any other exploit of the day, and it complemented by 


land a great deal of what Flinders had already accom- 


» plished by sea. 


Like Cook, Eyre was a Yorkshireman, and he was only 


_ seventeen when he came out to Sydney to seek his fortune. 


Since he had had no other trade he entered into explora- 
tion as a practical business. His specialty was ‘overlanding’, 
the driving of cattle and other stock from Sydney to the 
distant settlements where the animals could be sold at 
profitable prices. By the time he was twenty-five he had 


_ traveled further through the bush than any other man in 
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‘Australia. He had gone south from Sydney to the Murray 
River and Port Phillip Bay, he had crossed from Mel- 


bourne to Adelaide, he had taken a ship to King George- 


Sound and had broken a trail up to the new colony of 
Perth on the Swan River, and he had ventured further into 
the arid centre of the continent than any other explorer. 
No other colonist knew more about the bush and its black 
inhabitants than he did, and as a recorder of his 
experiences he was as accurate and colourful as Banks. 
There remained for Eyre in 1840 one more achievement to 
be attempted: the opening up of a stock route around the 
Great Australian Bight from Adelaide to King George 
Sound. 

Now this was an impossible proposition; even today no 
man in his right senses would attempt to make this journey 

foot. Most other parts of Australia are succumbing little 

‘little to civilization, but not this part. It is the loneliest 
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a imaginable. For almost a thousand miles there is no 
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good anchorage, and the Southern Ocean beats up to. the 
coast directly from the Antarctic. On the calmest day a 
strong wind blows, and occasionally the ocean swell will 
build itself up into a specially big roller that can be seen a 
mile or more away, and it dashes itself against the shore 
with the effect of a tidal wave. Where the coast is flat the 
salt water sweeps inland; where there are clifis—and they 
are immensely high and run for hundreds of miles—the 
wave hurls itself into their hollowed-out bases with a wild 
ungovernable fury. Sometimes, unseen and unheard by 
anyone, great masses of rock come hurtling down to the 
sea from the five-hundred-foot heights above, and it is like 
the crashing of an avalanche. 

Inland the country is flat and deserty; here and there a . 
patch of rough scrub, but mostly an endless plain covered 
with coarse saltbush and with never a tree to shade one 
from the over-powering sun. They call this plain the Nul- 
labor. If you want water you have to dig for it among the 
sand dunes along the shore, a wearisome labour since the 
hole tends to keep falling in upon itself, and all has to be 
begun again. In this wilderness everything runs to excess; 
the excessive noonday heat is followed by outrageous cold 
by night, rainstorms burst with cyclonic force, and when 
the rain fails the blown sand is suffocating; even the flies 
and mosquitoes are in mad abundance. There are moments 
of grace sometimes in the evening when extravagant 
sunsets sweep across the sky and then fade slowly behind 
enormous stars, but in the main the Nullabor has an implac- 
able sterility and the aborigines used to believe that it was 
inhabited by demons. They would not chase a kangaroo 


-- there. 


This then was the terrible region into which Eyre 
plunged with a party of half a dozen men, half of them na- 
tives, in the hope of opening up a stock route to the west. 
He began at Port Lincoln, the harbour on the western. 
shore of Spenser Gulf that Flinders had discovered forty 
years before, and it seems to have been rather a forbidding 
place. Ashore the local settlers -were carrying on a guerilla 
_ warfare with the natives who were raiding their cattle, 
while in the bay, resting briefly from their endless and 
ruthless battle with the sea, were a group of French and 
American whalers, with their polyglot crews, men who 
lived the most brutal of lives, deprived of women and 
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- ay sort of comfort, even the comfort of decent pay. It 
_ was late in October (1840), with the summer coming on, 
but Eyre was a stubborn man and he set out resolutely into 
the unknown. Things did not go too badly so long as he 
had a little boat to accompany him along the coast, but af- 
ter Fowler’s Bay there was no further anchorages, and all 
their stores had to be carried on horses. The journey now 
resolved itself into a dull, insensate plodding on. Time and 
" again Eyre reconnoitred ahead of his little party, walking 
- hundreds of miles without water, only to be forced back 
again to Fowler’s Bay. The New Year found him still 
‘there. Colonel George Gawler, the governor of South Aus- 
_ tralia, sent out a boat with a message begging him to give 
- up the venture, but he would not listen. Instead he decided 
,to send back to Adelaide all his companions except his 
Overseer, John Baxter, and three natives: Wylie, a man 
_- whom he had picked up on his earlier sea-journey to King 
_ George Sound, and Neramberein and Cootachah, who 
~ were scarcely more than boys. 
Tt is the behaviour of these three natives, who were no 
' more than half civilized, that gives to the subsequent 
_ events a strange theatrical excitement. They were at home 
in these harsh surroundings, as Eyre and Baxter were not. 
So long as they could pick up grubs and lizards as they 
went along to supplement their rations, and so long as they 
' could find water, they were quite ready to put up with the 
fearful heat and the interminable daily marches; indeed, 
they were almost inclined to regard the whole excursion as 
_ a kind of spree. The two white men had only their will- 
_ power to keep them going, and it was a progress of fits and 
' starts. Eyre would discover from the wild natives they en- 
_ countered how far the next waterpoint lay ahead—a 
_ hundred miles, perhaps a hundred and thirty—and then, 
while the others rested, he would go on ahead and lay out 
a series of caches of food and water. Then he would return 
.. to the base and the whole party would make a forced 
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march, often for days and nights on end, to get through to 
the waterpoint. The whole weary business would then be- 
a gin all over again. . 
' Early in March 1841 they dragged themselves up the 
head of the Bight, and now they began to abandon such 
things as their greatcoats, pack-saddles, some of the 
- firearms and ammunition, even their cooking pots. When 
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the weaker horses could do-no more they were either 
slaughtered and eaten or left to die. Sometimes ‘they 
walked along the beach, sometimes they took to the scrub 
inland, and sometimes they followed along the dizzy 
heights of the cliffs; but whichever way they went they 
were always faced at the end of every day with the labour 
of digging for water. 

In the midst of such a superhuman strain it is marvel- 
lous that Eyre was able to keep a fresh and lively diary. 
Peering over the cliffs he sees the spars and thwarts of sail- 
ing ships that, unknown to all the world, had been wrecked 
on this desolate coast, the shells of giant turtles and car- 
casses of whales. He notes that the wild blacks have gath- 
ered near the coast because the mesembryanthemum is fruit-. 
ing at this time of the year, that ducks, pigeons and red- 
winged cockatoos manage to survive somehow in the 
desert, and that there are even kangaroos about. He ) 
observes that the male natives follow the practice of split- 
ting the urethra and guesses that this is a form of birth 
control among the wild tribes; and when their women run 
away at the sight of his little party it strikes him that ‘this 
might be the consequence of the conduct of the whalers | 
and sealers with whom they might have come into contact i 
on the coast’. He notes too how his own natives, when 
desperate for water, take bunches of fine grass and scrape 
the morning dew off the leaves of the bushes, or hunt 
about until they find a certain shrub with a long tubular 
root from which a little moisture can be squeezed. | 

Towards the middle of April they had completed about 
half of the thousand miles to be covered, and there was 
still no sign of the country improving. They had passed the 
point of no return, but Baxter, the overseer, had had 
enough; both he and Eyre were suffering from dysentery, 
their rations had all but given out, and even the three na- 
tives were becoming sullen. He wanted to turn back. Eyre 
argued with him, cajoled him and encouraged him, and in 
the end they continued on their nightmarish way. They 
killed their last sheep, and one of their last horses, dipping 
the slices of meat into the sea to salt them and then hang- 
ing them out to dry. When Wylie and the two boys stole 
some of this meat Eyre put them on a ration, and in resent- 
ment the two boys took to the bush. But they came back 
after a few days, half-starved. All of them were now 
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= prepared to eat anything. They made a stew from an eagle 
' that Baxter shot, very rarely they bagged a wallaby or 
“managed to spear a sting-ray off the shore; and the natives, 
_ with the improvidence of small minds, could not under- 
~ stand why Eyre did not allow them to kill and eat all the 
remaining horses there and then. The journey by now had 
lost all meaning; obviously no stock route could ever be 
opened up around the Bight, and it was for all of them 
merely a matter of survival. On April 27th Eyre notes in 
his diary: ‘We had now entered upon the last fearful push, 
which was to decide our fate.’ 
April 29th was a hot sultry day. In the afternoon a hur- 
_ Ticane blew up with heavy clouds, but there was no rain. 
_ However, they chose a place to camp where there were flat 
\ Tocks which would catch water if rain fell in the night. 
‘They made their customary breakwinds of bushes, and 
“Eyre took the first watch while the others slept. Their 
remaining arms and provisions were piled together under 
an oilskin, but Baxter kept his own gun beside him. The 
night was cold, with the wind blowing clouds hard against 
_ the moon, and after a time Eyre went off to gather in the 
' horses which had grazed away through the scrub. He was 
_ returning with them around half past ten when he saw a 
- sudden flash in the darkness and heard the report of a gun 
' in the camp, about a quarter of a mile away. Thinking that 
3 Baxter must have awoken and fired so as to guide him 
_ back to the camp, Eyre called out to him. There was no 
" answer. In some alarm Eyre abandoned the horses and | 
- hurried on. Wylie came running out to meet him, calling 
~ for him to come quickly, and on entering the camp Eyre 
' saw Baxter lying covered with blood on the ground. He 
F had been shot through the left breast and the two boys had 
: 
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_ vanished. The cache of arms under the-oilskin lay scattered 
' about on the rocks, and both Eyre’s and Baxter’s double- 
barreled guns were missing. Baxter was beyond help; he 
_ collapsed and died without a word. Wylie could explain 
nothing; he had been woken by the report, he said, and 
had found that the overseer had been shot. 
_ The wind was now howling through the camp, and Eyre 
‘wrote later in his diary: ‘Suffering and distress had well- 
nigh overwhelmed me, and life seemed hardly worth the 
effort to prolong it. Ages can never efface the horrors of 
this single night, nor would the wealth of the world ever 
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tempt me to go through similar ones again.’ 

His chief concern was that he was now entirely in “the, 
power of-the two boys, since they had taken away the only” 
serviceable firearms; all that he was left with was a brace 
of pistols for which he had no cartridges, and a single rifie 
in which a bullet had jammed. There was no knowing 
where the two boys were lurking in the bush, or if they 
were going to shoot, but the horses had to be brought in 
and Eyre and Wylie set off after them. They found them at 
midnight after a long search, and at dawn drove them back 
to the camp. The corpse lay there rigid on the ground, the 
eyes still open, and it was now discovered that the two 
boys had also raided the stock of provisions. They had tak- 
en all the baked bread, most of the mutton, tea and sugar, 
Baxter’s tobacco and pipes, a gallon keg of water, some 
clothes and other articles. There remained some forty 
pounds of flour, a little tea and sugar, and a four-gallon 
keg of water, enough at all events to sustain life for a few 
days longer. 

Eyre took the barrel off the stock of his rifle and held it 
over the campfire. The jammed bullet whizzed out close to 
his head, and now at least they had one useful weapon. 
There was no question of burying the body—nothing but 
hard rock lay around them—but they wrapped it in a 
blanket, and then, after baking a little bread, packed their 
remaining provisions on the horses and set out again. They 
stopped at 11 a.m. to let the heat of the day go by, and 
Eyre questioned Wylie closely about the night’s events. 
Baxter, it seemed evident, had woken and surprised the 
two boys when they were looting the camp, and in panic 
they had fired. Wylie still protested that he knew nothing 
of this, but Eyre had a feeling that he was lying, that he 
too had been involved in the plot and had planned to de- 
camp with the others, but had taken fright when Baxter 
was shot. It was perhaps also significant that Wylie be-. 
longed to a different tribe. 

Events now took a turn that irresistibly reminds one of 
* some lurid movie of the American wild west. Late in the 
. afternoon they were preparing to move on again when Wy- 
lie called Eyre’s attention to two figures advancing towards 
them through the scrub. The boys were each wearing 
blankets and were carrying guns in their hands. Later Eyre 
recalled that he felt that he was a match for them by day 
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- but he feared an ambush by night. ‘As these impressions 
B acsed through my mind,’ he wrote, ‘there appeared to me 
j to be but one resource left to save my own life and that of 
' the native with me: that was to shoot the elder of the two 
* [boys]. Painful as this would be I saw no alternative if 
they still persisted in following us.’ 
As the boys came closer he went on quietly packing up 
_ his few belongings and putting them on the horses. Then 
» he gave the bridles to Wylie to hold and with his rifle ready 
_ to shoot advanced upon the boys. 
“They were now tolerably near, each carrying a double- 
_ barreled gun, which was pointed towards me, elevated 
across the left arm and held by the right hand. As I at- 
_ tempted to approach nearer they gradually retreated. Find- 
ing that I was not likely to gain ground upon them in this 
_ way, I threw down my weapons, and advanced unarmed, 
_ hoping that if they let me near them I might suddenly close 
| with the eldest and wrest his gun from him.’ 
Now it had been one thing for Cook (and Phillip) to 
walk up unarmed to excited and menacing natives; this was 
_ another. In those earlier encounters fear and resentment 
_ had to be overcome by a show of confidence and 
_ friendliness. But these natives were half civilized, and guilt 
_ was involved as well; it could easily have been that, having 
' shot once at a white man, they felt that they might 
_ somehow cover up and justify that crime by shooting once 
' again. But it was fear that dominated their minds. The 
; younger boy had been with Eyre for four years and the 
' older for two and a half, and they had the habit of 
- acknowledging his superiority. As Eyre came on they still 
fell back and they would not'let him get nearer than sixty 
or seventy yards. Seeing it was useless to persist, Eyre now 
stopped and called out to them that they must go away; 
that they must return to Fowler’s Bay, and that if they 
_ continued to follow him he would-certainly shoot the elder 
. of the two. They made no answer to this but instead began 
calling out to Wylie, hoping that he would desert Eyre and 
come over to their side. But Wylie too was frightened of 
Eyre. He stood quietly with the horses and did not reply. 
Dusk was now falling, and Eyre decided that he must 
“push on at all speed; since the two boys still had food they 
were bound to stop and eat, and it might be possible to 
pessistance: them in the pu BAG ecker they had now 
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been four days without finding water, and it would have 
been suicide to remain where they were. He ordered Wylies. 
to go on ahead with the horses while he drew up in the 
rear. 

‘As soon as the two natives saw us moving on, and 
found that Wylie did not join them,’ Eyre says, ‘they set up 
a wild and plaintive cry, still following the brush parallel to 
our line of route, and never ceasing in their importunities 
to Wylie, until the denseness of the scrub, and the closing 
in of night, concealed us from each other.’ 

Eyre pushed on for eighteen miles that night before rest- 

“ing briefly, and then made another twenty-eight miles the 
following day. The horses had now been five days. without 
water and clearly could not continue much longer, but 
there was no choice but to keep driving them on. On May 
2nd they crawled on for another twenty-nine miles, and 
they were now 138 miles from the last waterhole. Yet there 
was some hope to be had. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, 
the nature of the country was changing. The Banksia, the 
shrub with the tassel-like flowers which Banks had 
discovered at Botany Bay, had begun to appear, and they 
came on tracks of wild natives going west and the ashes of 
fresh fires. Eyre also knew from Flinders’ chart that the 
vast cliffs that had prevented them from getting down to 
the sea for the last few weeks would soon break up if they 
could keep going a little longer. On May 3rd the horses 
were still alive, and like automatons, hardly knowing what 
they were doing any more, the little party dragged them- 
selves on until at last they found a track leading down to 
the shore. And here they found a native waterhole. The 
frantic horses were given at first just a bucket of water 
each lest they should kill themselves with drinking. For the 
next three days they rested, taking care to sleep at a little 
distance from the waterhole in case the two boys should 
ambush them there in the night. By May 6th Eyre was” 
convinced that he had thrown them off, and that they had 
either died of thirst or were somehow making their way 
back to Fowler’s Bay.’ 

And now as they moved slowly onward again the coun- 
try began to improve. The Banksia shrubs that had been 
stunted became larger, leafier and more numerous, and 


1In fact he never saw or heard of them again. 


- 
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there were other small trees of a variety which Eyre knew 


to exist at King George Sound.: Black cockatoos and 


_ pigeons flew by, and although it was maddening that they 


_- could not be shot with a rifie at least it was an assurance 


that they were now entering a region where there was 
water. On May 8th they killed a horse and Wylie sat up 
eating all night long. Three days later they came on the 
first hill they had seen for many hundreds of miles, and it 


/ was apparent that the worst part of the journey was over. 


Yet paradoxically this was a moment of despair. Eyre had 


injured his hand and it was hurting him badly, the 


horsefiesh had given him stomach pains, they had been 
nearly seven months on the road, and now exhaustion was 


_ becoming stronger than the will to go on: ‘I felt. . . that I 


could have sat quietly and contentedly, and let the glass of — 
life slide away to its last sand. There was a kind of dreamy 


_ pleasure which made me forgetful or careless of the cir- 


cumstances and difficulties by which I was surrounded 


_ Apart from their horses and a little flour they were now 
absolutely dependent upon living off the land, and it was a 


tremendous event on May 18th when Wylie shot a kanga- 
_ too and they found a dead penguin on the beach. Wylie’s 


. 


digestive powers were stupendous. Eyre watched him with 
fascination while he ate the flesh, the entrails, the tail and 
hind legs of the kangaroo. The penguin was then consumed 
whole. Having gorged himself into a stupor Wylie rested 
for a few hours and then rose again to fall to work on the 


-Kangaroo’s hide, which was all that was left of the beast. 


Wylie could never get enough to eat. The occasional 


‘sting-ray they speared in. the sea and the shellfish they 


' picked up served him only as appetizers. It was the sort of 
_ greed that overmasters every other feeling. One day he 
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caught two opossums. One he cooked and ate immediately, 
the other he carefully put by, close to his sleeping place. 


_ When Eyre, who had gone without, asked him what he was 
_ going to do with it Wylie explained that he was going to 


eat it in the morning, when he would again be hungry. 
“Upon hearing this,’ Eyre says, ‘I told him that his ar- 


‘Tangements were very good, and that for the future I 
would follow the same system also; and that each should 
_ depend upon his own exertions in procuring food; hinting 


to pe ee as he was so much more skilful than I was, 
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and we had so very little flour left, I should be obliged to 
reserve this entirely for myself, and that I hoped he would 
have no difficulty in procuring as much food as he 
required. I was then about to open the flour-bag and take a 
little out for my supper, when he became alarmed at the 
idea of getting no more, and stopped me, offering me the 
other opossum, and volunteering to cook it properly for 
me.’ 

It was now the end of May, and it was no longer heat 
and thirst they had to contend with, but cold and rain. The 
horses, however, had so much improved in condition that 
the two men were able to take turns at riding them—an 
immense relief for Eyre, since one of the animals had fal- 
len on him and had bruised his thigh. Every day the scrub 
grew thicker and the grass less dry, and they had even 
come on their first sign of civilization: the words ‘Ship 
Julian, 1840. Haws 1840. C.W.’ cut into a tree; no doubt 
the record of some whaling ship that had passed by in the 
previous year. It was the harbinger of relief at last. On June 
2nd, when they were approaching Lucky Bay, one of Flin- 
ders’. old anchorages, some 300 miles from King George 
Sound, Eyre thought he saw a small boat at sea. In intense 
excitement he scrambled with Wylie down to the shore 
only to be confronted by the empty ocean. But then, within 
half an hour, two boats appeared far out across the bay 
and he rushed to light a fire and to shout and wave. But it 
was useless; the boats vanished out to sea. 

Eyre was not altogether despondent. He realized that 
these were whaling boats and that the mother ship must be 
somewhere along the coast. They pushed on to the west 
and there she was, a fine barque riding close to the shore 
and about six miles away. Desperate that she might sail be- 
fore he could reach her Eyre jumped on the strongest 
horse and rode as fast he could to the bay. The sailors 
on board were busy dealing with some fouled cables and 
they did not notice him at first. But then ‘I now made a 
smoke on the rock where I was, and hailed the vessel, upon 


-_ which a boat instantly put off, and in a few moments I had 


the inexpressible pleasure of being again “among civilized 
beings, and of shaking hands with a fellow-countryman in 
the person of Captain Rossiter, commanding the French 
whaler Mississippi. Our story was soon told, and we were 
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‘ received with the greatest kindness and hospitality by the 
" captain.’ Both travellers moved on board—‘a change in our 
' circumstances so great, so sudden and so unexpected it 
seemed more like a dream than reality’. 
_ That night Eyre lay in a bunk while the wind and the 
' fain roared outside the porthole, but he could not sleep. 
- Most of the next day he spent reading old English 
newspapers. 
Upon several counts it was an extraordinary meeting. 
_ Though Rossiter was English, his owners at Le Havre and 
his crew were French, and because he feared that war had 
broken out once more between England and France, he 
_ had not put into King George Sound, but had anchored 
surreptitiously here, three hundred miles away, to await the 
_ westward migration of the whales at the end of June. 
. Rossiter was one of those men whose only home is the sea, 
. and it is rather sad that many years later, when he was old 
2 and blind and ashore in Kent, he wrote to Eyre asking help 
- in getting a pension, and that Eyre by that time was him- 
self disgraced and out of favour with the authorities and 
; could do nothing for him; doubly sad indeed for Rossiter 
was overwhelming in his generosity now. For twelve days, 
' while the storm raged along the coast, Eyre remained in 
his snug berth in the Mississippi. He rested, he made ex- 
cursions to the shore with Rossiter to see the vegetable gar- 
den he had planted and the little island where he kept his 
' stock of sheep, pigs and tortoises; he went out hunting 
_ ducks and kangaroos, he fed on the delicious mackerel and_ 
_ barracoota the sailors were catching in the bay, he had wine 
to drink and he was dry and warm. Rossiter clothed him 
- from his own chest, and-gave him all the provisions he 
could possibly want for his onward journey to King 
_ George Sound: 40 Ibs of flour, 6 Ibs of biscuit, 12 Ibs of 
rice, 20 Ibs of beef, 20 Ibs of pork, 12 Ibs of sugar, 1 1b of 
tea, a Dutch cheese, 5 Ibs of salt butter, salt, two bottles of | 
brandy, two saucepans for cooking, tobacco and pipes, and 
for Wylie some canteens filled with treacle. The ship’s 
smith worked up some old harpoons into horseshoes, and 
shod Eyre’s horses. Rossiter would accept no payment for 
_ Eyre’s and Wylie’s stay on board (and Wylie had struck 
the crew dumbfounded by his capacity for consuming 
‘ship’s biscuit), and since Eyre had no money he readily ac- 
_ cepted an order on the English agent at King George 
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Sound for the provisions—an order which, incidentally, 
Rossiter never presented. : 

On June 14th Eyre landed all his stores, all got up 
securely in canvas bags, and the next day went back on 
board for a last breakfast. Rossiter returned with him to 
the shore to see him off, and made a last gift of six bottles 
of wine and a tin of sardines. Eyre took with him some 
letters for France to be posted in King George Sound, and 
promised he would not mention the Mississippi’s presence 
on the coast if war between England and France had actu- 
ally broken out. And so the two men parted, never to meet 
again. 

In parenthesis one feels here that Herman Melville was 
stretching the facts only a little too far when he wrote in 
Moby Dick: ‘That great America on the other side of the 
sphere, Australia, was given to the enlightened world by 
the whalemen. After its first blunder-born discovery by a 
Dutchman, all other ships long shunned those shores as 
pestiferously barbarous; but the whaleship touched there. 
The whaleship is the true mother of that now mighty 
colony. Moreover, in the infancy of the first Australian set- 
tlement the emigrants were several times saved from star- 
vation by the benevolent biscuit of the whaleship luckily 
dropping an anchor in those waters.’ \ 

The rest of the journey was uncomfortable but at least 
not hazardous. The rain streamed down, a camp fire one 
night destroyed most of their new possessions, and for 
three weeks they seemed to be forever fioundering in mud 
and swamps. On July 7th, nearly nine months after leaving 
Port Lincoln, they came up to their goal at last in a heavy 
storm. At first no one noticed them as they approached the 
little settlement of Albany on the Sound, but then a native 
who knew Wylie appeared, and he uttered a shrill cry 
which brought his tribe out of their huts. They greeted Wy- 
lie, Eyre says, with ‘wordless, weeping pleasure’. For Eyre 
it was a moment of great triumph. He soon found himself 
out of the rain surrounded by the white settlers who had 
long since given him up for dead; with dry clothes on his 
body, a fire before him, and a hot brandy and water in his 
hand. He had come a long way. If he had, as he himself 
admits, discovered nothing of importance, he had made the 
unknown known, and he had put a girdle across the coun- 
try from the east to the extremest west. 


The Acclimatization 


_~ Most of central Australia was an impossible place for the 


white man to live in—that fact was established by Eyre 
and his fellow explorers beyond all reasonable doubt—but 
elsewhere and especially on the coast the colonists were 
doing very well. Sydney continued to be the major settle- 
ment. By the time Darwin arrived there in 1836 the popu- 
lation had risen above 30,000, and it was nothing unusual 
to see in the harbour as many as a dozen ships from Eng- 
land as well as traders from India and China, and whalers 
from the islands. ‘On entering the harbour,’ Darwin wrote, 
‘we were astounded with all the appearances of the out- 
skirts of a great city: numerous Windmills—Forts—large 
stone white houses: superb Villas . . .? The town, in fact, 


_ had become the principal outpost of civilization in the 


: 
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South Pacific, and most southbound vessels made a point 
of calling there. Darwin did not much like what he found; 
the colonists, he thought, lived miserably uncomfortable 


_. lives, everyone was out to get rich quickly, and the presence 


_of the convicts working on the farms and in chain gangs 
along the roads was degrading. But he conceded that the 


_ place was prosperous: more than £12,000 was paid for an 


_ acre-of land in the city. 
At last, after half a century of relentless effort, the coun- 
try was being forced to conform to the European pattern. 
Everywhere around the new settlements the native bush 
was being torn down and replaced by English farms where 
European crops and plants were being made to grow, and 
_ even English oaks and elms were beginning to appear. It 

was true that most livestock, whether horses or pigs, dogs 
or poultry, tended to degenerate after three generations, 
we and new blood had to be brought in from the home coun- | 


_ try, but already there were substantial herds of cattle in 


_ New South Wales and sheep were thriving wcouger uy: 
1785354 
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Manufactured articles, and such things as tea and sugar, 
still had to be imported, but in all the more basic commod-3. 
ities of life the colonist was becoming self-supporting; he 
could eat his own bread, mutton and beef, pick his own ap- 
ples off the trees and even drink his own wine. Every set- 
tlement had its acclimatization society which studied the 
means by which imported animals and plants could best 
adjust themselves to the Australian climate. 

The aborigines fell back steadily before this invasion. 
They could not conform, they did not know how to adjust 
themselves to the new social climate that was closing 
around them. So far as the white settlers were concerned 
they were in the way, they were an obstacle to progress, 
they had to be removed. European diseases removed most 
of them, and violent death in their futile struggle against 
the settlers carried away a few more. The prostitution of 
their women to the white men led on inevitably to sterility 
or what was almost as bad, a race of half-castes who had 
no place either in the tribal system or the new European 
society. And when their own tribal laws collapsed the 
aborigines found they could not understand the new En- 
glish laws by which they were governed, especially the law 
of property. They thought that their tribal hunting grounds 
were their own, and when they found that this was not so, 
that they owned nothing, that they had virtually no rights 
of any kind, that they were aliens in their own country, 
they were bewildered and resentful; and when all their 
protests failed they succumbed into listless serfdom. 

Phillip had estimated that there were about 1,500 aborig- 
ines around Sydney when he first arrived in 1788. By the 
eighteen-thirties only a few hundred remained. Darwin, in 
1836, found them still trying to live their tribal lives 
among the colonists’ farms on the outskirts of the settle- 
ment, but there were practically no wild animals left for 
them to hunt. A few years later even this last remnant had 
disappeared, and all that was left were a few beggars in the 
Sydney streets. ‘Wherever the European had trod,’ Darwin 
wrote, ‘death seems to pursue the aboriginal. We may look 


_ to the wide extent of the Americas, Polynesia, the Cape of 


Good Hope and Australia, and we find the same result 


In Sydney it had been a wearing away of the wild tribes. 
In Tasmania it was a wholesale massacre. Tasmania, be- 
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cause of its cooler climate, attracted many of the newly ar- 
rived free settlers, and by the thirties they numbered, to- 
gether with the convicts there, about 13,000, all of them 
eager for land and none of them disposed to let the blacks 


“stand in their way. But those mild and cheerful people 


whom Cook had visited half a century before did not 
prove so tameable as the aborigines on the mainland; when 
their land—and there was not much of it—was taken over 
for farms they attacked the settlers with their spears, and 
an organized manhunt was begun against them. There was 
no particular secrecy or shame about this; it was supported 
by the government. John Batman, one of the early settlers, 
describes a lookout on his land which was designed ‘to en- 
trap natives’. He kept, he says, ‘a number of domesticated 
Sydney natives for the more particular purpose of sending 
them out to trace our wild ones if any should happen to be 
reported as being seen.’ And John Glover, the son of the 
artist who had settled on the island, remarks soberly, ‘The 
natives have been very troublesome and treacherous, spear- 


ing and murdering all they find in the least unprotected 


. . . the only alternative now is, if they do not readily be- 
come friendly, to annihilate them at once.’ 

So the manhunt had started, and it grew more savage as 
it went on. In 1830 Tasmania was put under martial law, a 
line of armed beaters was formed across the island, and an 
attempt was made to drive the aborigines into a cul-de-sac, 


- They succeeded in slipping through the net, of course, but 


by now the heart had gone out of the tribe, and their terror 


Was greater than their desperation. Felix Maynard, the sur- 


geon of a French whaling ship that was based on Hobart at 
this time, wrote that the natives were ‘continually hunted 
and tracked down like fallow deer, and, once captured, are 


_ deported, singly or in parties, to the islands in Bass Strait.’ 


—— = -—” © 
<= 


ue 


In 1835 the last survivors, only a couple of hundred of the 
original 5,000, were shipped away. If there had ever been 
any intention of preserving the race it was now too late; 
they could not sustain life away from their tribal hunting 


grounds and the instinct to survive very quickly flickered 


out. Within seven years their numbers were down to fifty. 


_ The last pure-blooded Tasmanian died in 1876. 


Charles Darwin visited Tasmania in the Beagle during 
- this holocaust, and he wrote, ‘I fear there is no doubt that — 
this train of evil and its eeeeequeuves originated in the in- 
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famous conduct of some of our countrymen.’ He is putting,, 
it mildly. It was a monstrous, unforgiveable crime, worse ~ 
even than the brutalities which were being committed 
against the white convicts in the Tasmanian prison of Port 
Arthur at that time. Even when one makes allowances for 
the hardships of the settlers, the loneliness and danger of 
their lives, it almost seems that a sadistic frenzy possessed 
them, a toughness and pitilessness that was beyond all rea- 
son. The setting of the tame Sydney natives against the © 
Tasmanian primitives was especially horrible. The place to 
be allotted to the aborigines in the new society was now be- 
coming very clear. Only two alternatives lay before them: 
to resist and be killed, or to submit and to degenerate into 
caricatures of themselves, street-beggars and useless han- 
_ gers-on. 

Count Strzelecki, the Polish explorer who was in Aus- 
tralia in the late 1830s, was moved to write: ‘Degraded, 
subdued, confused, awkward and distrustful, ill concealing 
emotions of anger, scorn or revenge, emaciated and cov- 
ered with filthy rags; these native lords of the soil, more 
like spectres of the past than living men, are dragging on a 
melancholy existence to a yet more melancholy doom.’ 

Nowhere apparently in this process was anyone in 
particular to blame; it just happened, one thing led to an- 
other, and in the disastrous ending the beginning was for- 
gotten. 

Things were not so bad in the other new colonies on the 
mainland, mainly because the natives still possessed the 
country into which they could retreat, but they were bad 
enough. Along the Murray River, which divides New 
South Wales from Victoria, a series of pitched battles was 
going on between the settlers and the tribes, and it was 
nothing unusual for the whites to organize a day’s sport in 
the bush—a kangaroo or a man, it did not matter much 

what you bagged. Smallpox and tuberculosis swept through 
the tribes whenever they came into contact with outlying 
farms, and soon missionaries who had gone inland were 
giving up their missions because there were no longer any 
blacks to convert. Now and again the government made 
enquiries into the extermination of the natives, but it was a 
half-hearted interest; a solitary policeman in a remote out-— 
post did not stand a chance against a horde of angry set- 
tlers, and Strzelecki summed it all up bitterly as ‘an inquest 
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of the one race upon the corpse of the other, ending for 
the most part with the verdict of “Died by the visitation of 
God”’.’ 

There were others too who protested, but Australia was 
still a convict settlement, and most people found their own 
lives too hard for them to bother about the misfortunes of 
others; you might just as well have asked the slave drivers 
of Africa or the settlers pushing out west in America to 
take pity on the tribes they were exterminating. 

Edward John Eyre fits oddly into this controversy; in- 
deed, he is such a paradox that one wonders if we are ever 
going to know the truth about him. Later in life, when he 
Was governor of Jamaica, his name was to become a by- 
word for oppression of coloured people. His removal from 
office and his subsequent arraignment before a Royal 
Commission caused almost as much of a rumpus in Eng- 
land as the Dreyfus case was to do later in France. Yet 
now, as a young man in Australia, there was no stronger 


advocate for the blacks; he worked with them, he lived 


with them, and he compiled the first really thorough and 
reliable account of their tribal lives. After returning to 
Adelaide from his long walk he went up to Moorunde on 
the Murray River as ‘Protector of the Aborigines’, and 
within three years he had settled their differences with 
the white settlers and had won back their confidence. When 


_ he came to write his book on his great journey he gave up 


nearly half his pages to a description of the aborigines and 
a plea for their survival. He lists case after case in which 
they have been maltreated, hunted and shot down like wild 
animals, sometimes, with the connivance of the police. He 
wrote: ‘It is a most lamentable thing to think that the pro- - 
gress and prosperity of one race should conduce to the 
downfall and decay of another; and still more so to observe 
the apathy and indifference with which this result is con- 
templated by mankind in general. . .” 
But everything was against him. Liberals and humanitar- 
ians in England acclaimed his book, but Australia was too _ 
far off for them to support it with effective action. Even his 
individual attempts at kindness came to nothing. He — 
secured for Wylie a government grant of free rations, and — 
that mighty eater soon degenerated into an idler and_ 
nuisance-maker in the little settlement in Albany. Then 
there were the three native boys he took back to England 
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and introduced to Queen Victoria; one of them died, arid 
the two others, being quite unable to achieve Omai’s polish ~ 
in their new surroundings, were shipped back miserably to 
Australia. 

It was left to the indomitable figure of Daisy Bates to 
write the epitaph of the wild aborigines in Australia. Her 
career in many ways reminds one of her near contempo- 
rary, Mary Kingsley, the blue-stocking who went out to 
West Africa and who raised a plea for the negro in his 
native state as ‘a free unsmashed man—not a white-washed © 
slave or an enemy.’ Daisy Bates was brought up in rather 
grand circumstances, at first in Ireland and then in England, 
and was sent out to Australia, a petite and pretty girl, be- 
cause she had a weakness in her chest. She soon married a 
prosperous cattleman and had a son by him, but domestic 
life was not for Daisy Bates; she was one of those women 
who have to have a cause, who have to embrace the world 
at large. After ten years in Australia she left both son and 
husband and returned to England, where W. T. Stead, gave 
her a job on the Review of Reviews. Here in the society of 
the Fabians (Shaw and the Webbs were just launching 
themselves forth), she was a debutante among good causes, 
and one in particular took her eye: she read a letter in The 
Times which accused the white settlers in Australia of mal- 
treating the blacks. She went to the editor of the paper, 
saying that she intended to sail to Australia to investigate 
the matter, and offering to write a series of articles. The 
editor said that he was interested and that was enough for - 
Daisy Bates: she had found her career at last. 

She travelled for years in the most distant parts of West- 
Ee ern Australia, bought and managed a property there, and 

_ lived the incredibly tough and lonely life of a bushman in 
the eighteen-nineties. The more she saw of the aborigines 
the more she was moved and touched by them, and in the 
end she gave up everything to serve them. She learned to 
speak their many dialects, she came to know all their 
habits, their legends and their tribal rites, she ate their food 
and nursed them when they were sick, and eventually she 
went to live alone with the remnants of the tribes in that 
loneliest and most forbidding region of the whole conti- 
nent, the Nullabor Plain on the Great Australian Bight. 
The aborigines adopted her as one of their own; ‘I lived,” _ 
she says, ‘their lives, not mine.’ But upon one point she 
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would not compromise. She emerged each morning from 
her broken-down shanty wearing button-up boots, a long 
Victorian skirt and a blouse, a stiff collar with a blue rib- 
bon around it, gloves and a hat with a veil, and that was 
her unchangeable costume among these semi-naked and 
naked men and women, whatever the temperature, what- 
ever the time of year. And quite admirable she looked, any- 


thing but ridiculous. 


By now, at the beginning of the twentieth century, a 
telegraph line had been built around the Bight along the 
line of Eyre’s old route, and this had been followed by the 
construction of a railway, but Daisy Bates’ camp at Ool- 
dea, one of the stops along the line, was about as far away 
from civilization as you could get. The tribes knew she was 
there, they came from hundreds of miles away in Central 
Australia to see her, and she perhaps was the only Euro- 
pean who was ever fully admitted to their most secret cere- 
monies. 

Yet Daisy Bates does not quite fit into the accepted no- 
tion of dedicated, missionary zeal. She was a very brisk 
character indeed, she was well aware of the outside world, 
and she had a talent for writing about the people she loved 
without sentimentality or preaching. She writes only of 
what she knows, and flinches at nothing. She admits that 
the Nullabor blacks, in their extreme hunger, sometimes 


killed and ate their own children, and she does not ask that 


you should admire them or even sympathize with them; 
she simply says, “Here they are, this is the last of them, this 
is how they lived.’ She does not want to reform them or 
evangelize them; she only wants them to live out their last 
years in peace. 

Her Passing of the Aborigines, like all good books of the 
kind, is something more than a revelation of its own sub- 
ject; it throws a light on the human condition everywhere. 
‘On their own country,’ she writes, ‘they (the aborigines) 
were trespassers. There was no more happy wandering in 
the interchange of hospitality. Sources of food slowly but 
surely disappeared, and they were sent away to unfamiliar 
places, compelled to change their mode of life, to clothe 


_ themselves in the attire of strangers, to eat foods unfitted 
_ for them, to live within walls. 


‘Their age-old laws were laid aside for the laws they 


could not understand. The young generation, always wilful, 


_ 
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now openly flouted the old, and defied them, and haunted 
the white man’s homes, protected by his policemen. A little 4 
while, and they resorted to thieving—where theft had been 
unknown—and sycophancy, and they sold their young 
wives to the depraved and foreign element. Half-castes 
came among them, a being neither black nor white, whom 
they detested. They died in their numbers of the white 
man’s diseases, measles, whooping-cough, influenza and the 
results of their own wrong-doing.’ 

In Tahiti the Polynesians had been taught to despise 
their own religion, and had torn down their marae. In the 
same way the aboriginal gods and totems had been brought 
into contempt by the white man and had been destroyed 
and forgotten. To the proselytizing Christian this was a 
good and necessary thing, but it left the natives without a 
tradition or a past and they were like men who had lost 
their memories; they wandered about in a trance in the 
materialistic present and they could not in a moment be 
anchored to the new white god. Backwards as well as for- 
wards the way was blocked. 

Yet in their ignorance and bewilderment there continued 
to be a fumbling back to the instincts of the race: “When 
the first half-caste babies appeared, the wild mothers 
believed that they were the results of eating white man’s 
food, and rubbed them frantically with charcoal to restore 
their black health and colour, till they often died.’ 

From her isolated perch in the desert Daisy Bates saw 
the white invasion very clearly and through many things; 
the first English sparrows and rabbits which had been im- 
ported into New South Wales making their way towards 
the west, the sandstorms that grew more frequent as more 
and more trees in the east were cut down to make way for 
the grass and crops that died in the summer heat, and then 
_ the increasing passing of the white man himself, the pros- 
pecting miner, the itinerant trader, the railway worker, and 
finally the train passengers from whom the aborigines 
learned to beg for food and tobacco and liquor. 

Daisy Bates implies (but does-not say) that the status 
quo is not necessarily stagnation, and that Australia, like 
_ Tahiti, was possibly a happier place before the white man 
arrived there. She certainly agreed with Cook that the 
_ blacks had found a way of life that was perfectly valid un- 
til it was broken into and destroyed. Could the white man 
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_ say he had adjusted himself to his environment as well as 
_ the aborigines were once adjusted to theirs? In the Aus- 


tralia that Daisy Bates knew the white settler was often a 
figure who was soured by hardships and frustrations, and 
he was conscious of a superiority he could not really enjoy 
—a sad sort of life when you compared it with the 
comfortable, polygamous, communal existence of the 
blacks who wanted to change nothing and to govern no- 
body. 

At Ooldea Daisy Bates found among her charges an in- 
tolerable nostalgia for their half-forgotten past: ‘Often in 


_ the evening dream-echoes of native voices come, borne on 


the winds, singing weird cadences that seem to take one’s 
soul into a barbaric past in which it once lived and moved 
. . . If you are a Celt you can sense what the singer is 
unable to express and feel the varied emotions passing 


through him. . . His totem songs—a few words at most— 


are sung with a wild abandon, the emotions they stir within 


_ him becoming stronger with every repetition, until finally, 


from excess of feeling, the singer will often fall uncon- 
scious, to be roughly massaged into life again.’ 
The theme again seems to be, Nevermore. 


L’ENVOI 


Daisy Bates and her friends have long since vanished from 
Ooldea, though there are still full-blooded aborigines to be 


- found in the centre of Australia and in the far north. In- 


land from the Bight a great area has been set aside for 


‘them as a reserve should they ever wish to use it; but that 


seems hardly likely since it is intractable, semi-desert coun- 
try, and the aborigines don’t often go hunting any more. 
To the south-east of this area there is another reserve 


named Woomera which also used to be a tribal hunting 


ground. From this place scientists now send up into the sky 


great rockets which, if equipped with atomi¢ warheads, 


would be capable of destroying civilization for many 


_ thousands of miles around. 
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The Resolution 


Ir was on his second voyage that Cook, with his two 
“ships, the Resolution and the Adventure, struck directly 
south in search of a southern continent. The anarctic sum- 
“ter lasts only four months at the most, and Cook timed 
‘his arrival-to make the most of it. He left Capetown on 
"November 23rd, 1772, and already in early December they 
‘were in ‘pinching cold’, with every man wearing his Fear- 
‘nought jacket. On December 10th, in latitude 50 degrees 
»40, they saw the first of their ‘islands of ice’, and soon they 
‘were surrounded by them. ‘Excessive cold, ” one -of the 
‘ships’ diarists records, ‘thick snows, islands of ice very 
‘thick, sometimes forty in sight at once, the people numb’d, 
“ye ropes all froze over with ice, and ye Rigg and Sails all 
covered with snow.’ 
_ As with everyone who has since followed them to the 
‘antarctic seas, these first explorers were awestruck by the 
‘size, the grandeur and the extraordinary shapes of the ice- 
bergs with their marvellous translucent shades of blue and _ 
‘green, and the seabirds circling round them and the occa- 
sional whale surfacing to blow; and in foul weather the 
‘waves dashing against their menacing black sides. They 
‘saw icebergs ‘as high as the dome of St. Pauls’, and others 
that looked like castles and fortresses, and others again 
that had melted into the forms of monstrous animals. An 
iceberg looks infinitely solid and serene as it glides silently 
by on a calm sea, but in fact, as Cook soon discovered, it is 
not very stable. When it drifts into less frigid seas the great 
‘bulk below the surface is eaten away and the equilibrium is 
lost. Then in an instant the whole mass turns over on itself 
and as it wallows about from side to side, huge chunks of — 
‘ice break off, and with a roar like a cannon shot, come cas- 
down into the sea. Such upheavals could be very 
rous if one happened to be sailing near, and in a fog — 
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or a storm it was not always easy to steer clear. s 

Hodges, the artist on board the Resolution, made a set- 
ies of drawings of these scenes, and he reveals very, well 
the fragility and littleness of the two sailing ships among so 
many threatening towers and pinnacles of ice, and over all, 
a strange, subaqueous, milky light. Quite apart from the 
discomforts of being there at all, these ~ bizarre 
surroundings, so wildly remote from normal life, must 
have created a sense of deep uneasiness and unreality, and 
Cook’s crews had to live with this feeling day after day and 
week after week without knowing when it would ever 
cease. 

But even this frozen wilderness had its Ultima Thule. In 
mid-December they were stopped by ‘an immense field of- 
ice’ to which they ‘could see no end’—the ice pack. In fog 
so thick they could not see one end of their vessels from 
the other, Cook kept tacking about in search of an opening 
that would take them further south. The cold was now so 
intense that the men were given an extra dram of brandy 
in the morning, and some red baize cloth was found to 
lengthen the sleeves of their jackets. On Christmas Day 
they all got drunk. 

Cook had the feeling that he was near land, or that at 
any rate this field of ice was attached to land, and he kept 
thrusting his way into it whenever an open channel 
appeared. On January 17th, 1773, they crossed the Antare- 
tic Circle, the first ships ever to do so (though Cook makes ~ 
no particular celebration of it), and then, when the weath- 
er cleared a little, moved on steadily to the south and east. 
The icebergs had been bad enough, but nothing in all 
Cook’s voyaging can have been more resolute than this. 
Even at the present time it can be a hazardous thing for a 
ship to steam into these frozen seas and see ice forming in 
its wake and blocking its way of escape. But to do this in a — 
small sailing ship with no other means of power but thé’ 
unpredictable wind, and not to know what lay ahead or 
how thickly the ice would form behind, or indeed have any 
clear notion of what was going to happen—this must have” 
required an extreme of courage and perseverance. Strange-— 
ly, one of the things they minded most was the shortage of 
water; before they could wash themselves or their clothes | 
they had to go threugh the labour of cutting up ice into 
chunks and melting it in the ships’ coppers. i 
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» On January 18th fey reached latitude 67 degrees 15, 
3 which was much further south than any man had been be- 
a But now once again solid ice blocked their progress 
and even Cook, for the moment had had enough. He 
Brined his ships around and sailed east by north into 
* warmer water. 
_ All this time they had been in perpetual daylight, but 
"now, in lower latitudes, they began to get three or four 
; hours of darkness each day, and for the first time in many 
4 ‘weeks saw the stars and moon again. On calmer days there 
“must have been moments of great beauty, the sails filling, 
“the two little ships sliding silently onward with albatrosses 
and petrels swinging about in their wake; and then, in the 
brief darkness, the strange, lurid lights of the aurora form- 
“ing so brightly over their heads that the sailors’ shadows 
Were cast on the decks. 
- But the good weather did not last. On February 8th fog 
losed in again and the Resolution lost contact with the 
dventure. This was not a disaster; Cook had envisaged 
“such a happening and had given her captain, Furneaux, a 
“rendezvous for the end of the summer in Queen Charlotte 
und in New Zealand. Still, it was not really safe for a 
ship to be alone in these waters, and for some days the 
‘Resolution cast about, firing her guns every few minutes 
‘and showing flares on her masthead, before the search was 


A little of the summer still remained and Cook struck 
buth again; we soon have him recording in his journal 
lat everywhere around them icebergs were capsizing and 
Blitting up, and a white pall-of mist hung about day after 
day. It was a scene that filled the mind, Cook says, ‘with 
admiration and horror’. 
In 1798 Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner was published, and 
ie cannot easily believe that it was written without knowl- 
dge of this voyage; indeed, there are passages in which it 
gems that Cook’s own words have been cast into poetic 
y. Take, for example, the following: 


ae "And now there came both mist and snow, 
__ And it grew wondrous cold: 
' And ice, mast-high, came floating by, 
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And through the drifts and snowy clifts s 


Did send a dismal sheen: + | 


Nor shapes of men nor beasts we ken— 
The ice was all between. 


The ice was here, the ice was there, 

The ice was all around: 

It crack’d and growl’d, and roar’d and howl’d, 
Like noises in a swound! 


And then again: 


The ice did split with a thunder-fit; 
The helmsman steer’d us through! 


When finally they reached New Zealand in March they 
had been nearly four months at sea, and without waiting to 


go on to Queen Charlotte Sound Cook put in directly to 


Dusky Bay in South Island to recuperate his men. No one 
was really ill—hardly a man on board had scurvy—but the 
strain of the eerie antarctic fogs had been very great, and 
one can imagine with what delight they set up their tents 


on the green shore and went off hunting and fishing for 
their dinners. They had no trouble with the cannibalistic 


Maoris, and this seems to have been due to Cook’s manner 
of approaching them without the slightest show of aggres- 
sion or fear. He walked up boldly to the first warrior who 
appeared and rubbed noses with him. On another day 
when he was approached by a man armed with a spear he 
sat down on the ground and quietly threw beads and trin- 
kets at him until he was won round. 

After six weeks they sailed on to Queen Charlotte Sound 
where Furneaux was awaiting them, and the two ships then 
went,off on their winter sweep through the Pacific to Tahi- 
ti. October 1773 found them heading south again for the 
next season in the Antarctic. At this stage there was an air 
of well-being about the voyage—‘We live at present,’ wroté 
Clerke, the Resolution’s second lieutenant, ‘a very jolly life’ 
—but they were on too hazardous an undertaking to ex- 
pect good fortune all the way. The Resolution again lost 
contact with her consort in a severe gale off New Zealand, 
and Cook, having waited there for three weeks in vain, 
gave her up for good and continued alone.* 


1Jt will be recalled that the Adventure made her own way back to En- 
gland. 
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4 This second season in the Antarctic was even more test- 
“ing than the first. By December 12th they were among ice- 
bergs again—icebergs 200 to 300 feet high and some of 
them were several miles long—and fog, snow and wind 
“dogged them all the way. Cook’s entries in his journal 
‘lose nothing by being laconic: ‘In the Pm a squall of wind 
‘took hold of the Mizen Top-sail and tore it all to pieces 
-and rendered it forever useless . . . the ropes like wires, 
sails like board or plates of metal . . . cold so intense as 
“hardly to be endured.’ The blocks froze, making it im- 
"possible to shift the sails, and lumps of ice were constantly 
‘falling from the rigging to the decks. Their second Christ- 
mas Day was spent in surroundings of frozen gloom and 
‘danger, with a hundred icebergs or more floating round 
the ship. They had their carousal and felt more cheerful, 
but the crew were reaching the limit of their endurance. 
"Even Cook looked wan and could not eat. 
» Cook seldom gave any hints of his plans; perhaps he 
“himself did not always know precisely what he was going 
to do. So now when he turned the Resolution into warmer 
latitudes a rumour got about the ship that he was heading 
for home, and it was a moment of utter dismay when, after 
"a few weeks, he ordered the helmsman to turn about and 
‘to make south again. ‘A gloomy, melancholy air,’ George 
ose writes, ‘loured on the brows of our shipmates and a 
‘dreadful silence reigned among us.’ One almost detects 
tones of the Ancient Mariner. They loathed the salt meat 
‘and the weevilly bread, they were sick of gales, they longed 
_for home. 
~ But Cook was adamant. What he was doing—what he 
‘was privately determined to go on doing—was to keep 
Moving round the Pole in an easterly direction until he had 
circumnavigated it or had actually succeeded in reaching 
“it; and it must be remembered that this last was not 
"thought to be impossible. No one knew what was at the 
‘pole or around it. There could be solid land. There could 
be a gulf of warmer water reaching through the ice to- 
_wards it. One simply had to go on trying to find out. 
_ And now in fact, in January 1774, they did come on 

calme , more ice-free seas roughly along longitude 110, and 
they sailed on, down and down, through persistent fog, un- 
til on January 30th, when the mist temporarily cleared, 
‘they were on latitude 71 degrees 10. This was the farthest 


=. 


=z 
192 The Antarctic 


south they were ever going to get. Solid pack ice blocked 
the way ahead, and great white clouds merged with icy 
mountains on the southern horizon. Could that be land? — 
There was no way of knowing definitely but Cook had-his © 

ideas: | 

‘I will not say it was impossible anywhere to get farther 
to the south, but the attempting it would have been a dan-— 
gerous and rash enterprise, and what I believe no man in 
my situation would have thought of. It was indeed my 
opinion as well as the opinion of most on board, that this 
ice extended quite to the Pole or perhaps joins to some 
land to which it has been fixed from the creation. . . I,” 
who had ambition not only to go farther than anyone had 
done before, but as far as it was possible for man to go, 
was not sorry at meeting this interruption. . .’ 

So he turned north again. Yet he could not quite bring” 
himself to give up. He consulted his officers and they 
agreed—Cook says willingly—to protract the voyage by 
one more year; they would now cruise for the nine winter 
months in the tropical Pacific, breaking into unknown seas 
wherever possible, and then come back to the Antarctic for 
a third and final attempt at the end of 1774. 4 

It took all of those nine months in a warm climate to get” 
the men back into condition again. Cook himself fell ser-— 
iously ill with an acute infection of the gall-bladder, andl 
this was the occasion when Forster’s dog was killed to pro- 
vide him with a little fresh meat and broth. Without Cook | 
they all felt lost, and there was consternation in the weal 
When he eventually recovered and reappeared on deck 
John Marra (the marine who was so often flogged for his 
misdemeanours) says that one could read the delight on 
everyone’s face, ‘from the highest officer to the meanest 
boy on board the ship.’ 

After three and a half months out of sight of land they 
reached Easter Island, and then followed the tremendous 
cruise through the Marquesas, the Society Islands, th 
Friendly Islands, the New Hebrides, New Caladonia, Nor- 
folk Island and so back to New Zealand—a series 
- ‘discoveries which, by themselves, made this voyage forev 

memorable. The unhappy Marra was still in trouble: in 
- Queen Charlotte Sound he got another dozen lashes. f 

drunkenness and for being absent without leave in searc 
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of women on shore. Cook remarks drily that he would 
have let him stay there had he been sure that the Maoris 
would not have killed and eaten him before morning. For 
the rest, the crew, though tired and homesick, were much 
improved in health by the fresh fruit and meat they had 
eaten in the tropics, and in fairly good heart they turned 
south for the last time. 
From New Zealand, on November 10th, 1774, Cook set 
a course on latitude 55 for Cape Horn—a route never tra- 
versed by a ship before—and they made the crossing in five 
weeks, averaging a remarkable 160 miles a day. He then 
set about exploring the islands of Tierra del Fuego, South 
Georgia and the Sandwich Group. Although he did not get 
so far south this time, it was in many ways the most inter- 
esting part of the whole voyage, for they were constantly in 
sight of land and surrounded by living creatures; schools of 
whales and seals and sea-lions (which they called: sea- 
bears), penguins (which they called Jumping Jacks), geese 
and seabirds of every kind, and their steady fellow- 
travelers through all these years, the- great Diomedea exul- 
ans, the wandering albatross. It was always theré each 
morning at first light moving up to the ship and wheeling 
- around it without so much as a flicker of its immense 14- 
foot wings, a lovely thing, the perfection of effortless mo- 
tion. No distance wearied it, no storm deterred it; when the 
gale became too fierce it took shelter with outspread wings 
in the hollows of the waves. It was a most reassuring bird, 
as friendly as a dolphin, and even more beautiful to watch. 
One doubts of course that Cook’s men saw it in quite so 
q poetical a light as Coleridge did—still less as a symbol of 
man’s guilt—but at all events they did not shoot it now. 
| They preferred instead to shoot the geese, and on their 
- third Christmas Day afloat they had enough to provide a 
third of a bird for every man. Their madeira wine had 
_ improved in quality during the voyage, and they caroused 
_ for two days. Cook had to put the bulk of the crew ashore 
“to recover. 
{ The marine life seethed around them. ‘There are,’ wrote 
‘Clerke, ‘a greater abundance of whales and seals rowling 
“ito about these straits than I supposed were to be met with in 
part of the world; a fair account of them would appear 
; ‘Incredble—the whales are > blowing at every point of the 


a>? i : = 


194 The Antarctic 


compass and frequently taint the whole atmosphere about: 


us with the most disagreeable effluvia that can be con-~- 


ceived.’ 

On Staten Island and the nearby coasts they ae a 
great killing among the fur seals, the bellowing sea-lions 
and the birds. Cooper, the Resolution’s second lieutenant, 
noted in his diary: ‘Observed the small island covered with 
seals, sea-lions and birds of different kinds. Hoisted out the 
boats and sent them on shore with several of the officers 
and ship’s company to kill sea-lions and seals to make oil 
for the use of the ship. At 8 the boats returned on board 
loaded with sea-lions, seals, geese, shags and penguins, the 
shores of the island being entirely covered with them, some 
of the lions weighing 1000 lbs weight. AM. Hoisted the 
launch out (again) and sent her with the other boats to 
bring off those imazing animals whilst hands are employed 
on board taking off the skins and blubber.’ 

“We have seen a male (sea-lion) with 20 or 30 females 
about him,’ wrote Cook, ‘and he was always being very at- 
tentive to keep them all to himself by beating off every oth- 
er male.’ They also saw others which ‘would suffer neither 
male nor female to come near them; we judged these to be 
old and superannuated.’ Here, in this extreme isolation, 
where the penguins bobbed about in thousands and the sea- 
birds ‘darkened the air’, nature had achieved a state of 
balance: ‘It is wonderful to see how the different animals 
which inhabit this little spot are reconciled to each other; 
they seem to have entered into a league not to disturb each 
other’s tranquillity. They mixed together ‘like 
domesticated cattle and poultry in a farmyard’. Even the 
eagles did not attack the young gulls. 

Next they came up with the icy mountainous coast of 
South Georgia, a place which Cook found ‘savage and 
horrible’, a desolation without a tree. Nevertheless he 


claimed it for Britain. The Sandwich Islands, the most - 


southerly land Cook discovered on this voyage, were no 
less bleak—‘the most horrible coast in the world’, accord- 
~ ing to Cook’s journal. The extraordinary thing about these 
desolate places was that the cold sea supported such a 
wealth of marine and bird life. Even on the lushest tropical 
island Cook had not seen such teeming abundance: whales 
spouting about the ship in every direction, seals inhabiting 
every frozen-rock, and always the myriad birds wheeling 
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° prerbead. Until now no man had ever visited these islands; 


» these were their last few years of peace. 


Now at last they had circumnavigated the Pole, and 


3 Cook, Without regret, turned for home: ‘I have now done 
" with the southern ocean and flatter myself that no one will 


think that I have left it unexplored or that more could have 
been done in one voyage. . .’ And perhaps, in that age so 
long before steam navigation or aircraft, he can be forgiv- 


en for adding, “The risk one runs in exploring a coast in 
these unknown and icy seas is so very great that I can be 


bold to say that no man will ever venture further than I 
have done and that the lands that may lie to the south will 
never be explored.’ In so far as it was impossible for any 
ship, steam or sail, to reach the Pole he was right. 

His last word on the great object of his journey, the 
discovery of a southern continent, was this: 

“That there may be a continent or large tract of land 


_ near the Pole I will not deny, on the contrary I am of the 


opinion that there is, and it is probable that we have seen a 
part of it.’ For the time being, however, nothing more 


_ could be done; the Resolution’s rigging had become so rot- 


ten that some part of it gave way every hour, scurvy was 
threatening on board—they were even reduced to eating 
penguins—and Cook, in one of his rare moments of appro- 
bation, conceded that the behaviour of his crew throughout 
the voyage ‘merited every indulgence which was in my 


‘power to give them’, 


On March 21st, 1775, they anchored off Capetown in 
Table Bay, it being two and a half years since they had had 


any contact with civilization. They were so weary, so grate- 


ful to get off the Resolution’s heaving deck, they lay down 
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by the roadside when they got ashore and fell asleep. To 
stretch the legs, to breathe fresh air full of the smell of the 
country, to drink tea and eat fresh food, to get news of 
home, to be idle, to be safe—these things were pleasures 


- beyond dreams. On the voyage from the Cape to England, 
an easy, coasting time, they called at St. Helena, and it is 


interesting to note that in 1775, forty years before Napo- 


_ leon’s imprisonment, they found there a flourishing British 


settlement with a garrison of six hundred soldiers and 


J 


1,400 slaves. 


At the end of July 1775 they anchored at Plymouth. ry 
aad had been away three years and: eighteen days. They 
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had sailed more than 20,000 leagues—three times the cir- 
cumference of the earth—and Cook had lost no more than’: 
four men, and only one of them by sickness. If there had 
been any doubt before, this voyage had established him as 
one of the greatest navigators of all times. 


The Bloodstained Ice 


*.. .all my means are sane, my motive and my object 
mad.’ 
—Captain Ahab 


ONCE again it was Cook’s fate to bring disaster in his 
wake. He had stumbled upon what was probably the 
largest congregation of wild life that existed in the world, 
and he was the first man to let the world know of its exis- 


tence. One would have expected the Antarctic seas to be as 


barren as the frozen land, but the remarkable thing is that 
they are in fact extraordinarily rich in mineral food and in 
small forms of marine life. Sponges, for instance, are more 
prolific here than in tropical waters, and if a chunk of 
pack-ice is turned over it will often be found to be stained 
yellow with algae. This richness of vegetable matter in the 
sea was the explanation of the tremendous number and 
variety of the animals and birds that Cook saw on his 
voyage. 

Every year the hundred-foot blue whales, the largest 


~ animals in creation, came down here to the Antarctic during 


the summer months in tens of thousands to feed on the red 
krill, a minute shrimp; and they were followed by other le- 
viathans as well, the humpback and the right whales, and 
by the smaller carnivorous killer whale, which preyed upon 
them. In March when they had grown fat and were heavily 
encased in blubber the whole horde turned north to warm- 
er seas. The migratory habits of whales are still a mystery; 
no one knows how they navigate, perhaps they follow the 


; stars, but at all events the month of May found them 
_ thousands of miles away to the north. In August 1699 


: 


Dampier had come upon them far up the coast of Western 
Australia: ‘We had in the night abundance of whales about 
‘the ship, some ahead, others astern, and some on each side 
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blowing and making a very dismal noise . . . indeed the 


noise they made by blowing and dashing of the sea with”. 


their tails, making it all a breach and foam, was very 
dreadful to us, like the breach of waves in very shoal- 
water, or among rocks.’ 

A favourite breeding-ground of the right whales, one of 
many in the southern Pacific, was the estuary of the 
Derwent River in Tasmania, Cook found none there when 
he visited the place on his third voyage in 1777, but that 
was because he arrived in January; they came up from the 
Antarctic in great numbers a little later in the year. In 1804 
a clergyman who had settled at Hobart town observed that 
it was positively dangerous to go up the river in a small 
boat since there were so many right whales about, forty or 
more within a stretch of a few miles. Here the females 
gave birth, and the calves were suckled at sea as they cruised 
on again to the north. Killer whales swam with them, hop- 
ing to grab a child when a mother grew careless. 

Here too in these warmer waters the whales caught up 
with the porpoises or dolphins, those most fascinating of all 


animals in the sea. Like the albatross, they always seemed ~ 


to be about the Resolution on her voyage; they liked the 
company of man and trusted him. The porpoise, Melville 
was to write later on, ‘always swims in hilarious shoals, 


which upon the broad sea keep tossing themselves to heay- _ 


en like caps in a Fourth-of-July crowd. Their appearance is 
generally hailed with delight by the mariner. Full of fine 
spirits they invariably come from the breezy billows to the 
windward. They are the lads that always live before the 
wind. They are accounted a lucky omen.’ 

Sometimes the ship would come upon the green turtle, 
the one that makes the soup, flopping about in the waves, 
and it too was migratory. The seals and sea-lions which 
Cook saw in such abundance about the Horn and the fro- 
zen islands off the Antarctic coast were, as he said, ‘all so 
- tame, or rather so stupid, as to suffer us to come so near as 
to knock them down with a stick.’ Then again there were 
the penguins, the little black and white Adélie and the six- 
ty-pound Emperor with a splash of yellow on his jowls, 
and they also were not afraid, they did not see an enemy in 
man. 

At the time of Cook’s voyages very little was known 


about these creatures or their habits. Some of them had — 
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been observed in the northern hemisphere, but the south 
Pacific and the Antarctic waters had never been fished by 
white man, and many of the species there were entirely new 
to science. Unobserved and until now unknown, the great 
cavalcade—the whales and the dolphins, the penguins and 
the seals—moved on from the cold water to the warm dur- 
ing the southern winter, and then back to the Antarctic 
again in the summer, breeding and feeding, and it knew no 
enemies except those that were created by nature in the sea 
itself. 

Since it was almost totally unknown the Antarctic was 
then an even more frightening place than it is now. In fact 
it was a vast sheet of ice and frozen rock covering an area 
of more than five million square miles, which is nearly half 
the size of Africa. At places great mountains pushed their 
black lava peaks out of the surrounding whiteness, but 
nearly all the rest of the land had been pressed below ‘the 
surface of the sea by the great weight of permanent ice 


> ‘that lay above it. 
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The South Pole itself lay about a thousand miles inland 
from the coast, and it was quite unlike the North Pole 
(where there are open seas); it was very high—some ten 
thousand feet above the level of the sea—and it was 


surrounded by an immense fiat plateau of ice that was two 


miles thick. Nothing there would grow or survive; it w 
the coldest, most desolate place on earth. : 

For nine months of the year it was shrouded in contin- 
uous night in which, apart from the moon and the stars, 
the only light to appear was the aurora with its fantastic 
curtain-shapes and spiralling, coloured rays, flickering 
briefly in the sky. Towards the end of each year an orange 
band formed around the circular horizon, and this grew 
stronger day by day until at last the red rim of the sun 
appeared, and it gradually circled higher and higher until 
there was continual daylight where there had been only- 
night before. 

Within three months the sun descended again to the 
horizon, casting immensely long shadows on the ice, and 
then again, with the last glow of orange light, it vanished 
entirely. Except for the raging blizzards it was a world of 
utter stillness and silence. 

On the coast things were very different. Here, through 

the summer months at least, there was life and movement. 


- 
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The landscape had great splendour: glaciers with their sur- 
faces curiously puckered up like a quilt reached downs 
from the mountainsides into the sea, and on the sea itself 
the floating ice-pack broke up and drifted away in the form 
of tremendous icebergs, some of them over 350 feet high. 

Yet there was relief here from the prevailing whiteness; 
the greenness of the sea itself, the dark shapes of whales 
and seals, the penguin colonies, and in the ice itself, espe- 
cially in the icebergs drifting in the sunshine, that lovely 
shade of bluish-green which was to be found nowhere but in 
polar seas. It was a very delicate and limpid colour but it 
filled the eye, and it had a quality of absolute purity and 
permanence, the cold fire of the diamond. 

But the sun so seldom shone; the icy fog was all-pervad- 
ing. 

The mirages in the Antarctic had a clarity that was al- 
most beyond belief, and made it difficult for an explorer to 
know whether he was seeing land or not. Second ranges of 
mountains appeared to be built on top of the real moun- 
. tains lying below, and these false ranges were immensely 
high and clear in outline. They hung there in the pale sky 
for a few minutes and then vanished only to re-form them- 
selves again, so that the sailing ships drifted about in an 
atmosphere of ghostly fantasy. It was both awe-inspiring 
and wonderfully beautiful. There it was, the great 
unknown continent, immaculate, untouched, relating itself 
to nothing else on this earth and utterly indifferent to man. 


It was hostile and yet it beckoned the explorer on, © 


impressing him with his littleness, but at the same time 
creating in his mind a sense of almost spiritual purity and 
of heightened living. It was frightening, but it was not mal- 
ign; one walked, as it were, through this valley of the 
shadow of death and feared no evil. Running through the 
explorers’ journals there are two themes: their frustration, 
their feeling that they ought to be doing more, and then 
their reverence—it is hardly too strong a word—for the 
mighty works of nature all around them. The vast icebergs 
. drifted by, menacing, implacable and serene. 

Nothing decayed in this pure, icy air, nothing rusted. It 
was a petrified world, and what Cook saw almost two 
hundred years ago we can still see today. Had Cook landed 
some of his wooden casks on the ice they would still be 


there, and the food they contained might be eatable. A . 
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Ecgery ahice Cook (when the Pole itself had still not been 
| visited by any man), Edgar Allen Poe wrote a novel about 
_ the Antarctic which he called The Narrative of A. Gordon 
> Pym, and he peopled it with savage tribes and with polar 
' bears that roamed about in primeval forests. He may not 
_ have been absolutely wrong, for there are indeed traces of 
_ fossilized trees to be found in Antarctic, and clearly there 
may have been a past age when the ice-cap did not exist. In 
- the present millennium, however, there was no place for 
man in this frozen desert. 

It was too cold for him to live there, and since there was 
‘no ground to cultivate he could contribute nothing. A case 
could have been made out for the invasion of Tahiti and 
_ Australia; they were a part of the inhabitable world. But 
' here in this icy wilderness there was nothing man could 
" usefully do. It was impossible for him to blast away the ice 
» and get at the land beneath, and even if he did there was 
4 no known plant that could grow there. He could come to 
_ the Antarctic in one way only, and that was as an invader, 
aS a conqueror come to pillage and then go away again. 

_ And this, of course, is what happened. The results of 
’ Cook’s intrusion into Tahiti and Australia had been bad 
enough for the native peoples: for the Antarctic animals it 
» was a holocaust. His account of his voyage in the Resolu- 
tion was naturally of intense interest to the whaling and 
sealing industry in the northern hemisphere, where the 
) catch was already diminishing in the closing years of the 
_ eighteenth century. Here now was news of a magnificent _ 
- hunting ground in the far south: seals and whales by the 
- million, all ready for the taking. From Le Havre in France 
and Hull in England, and from New Bedford and 
_ Nantucket in America, the whaling and sealing fleets set 
out, 4 
- No one will ever know how many whales and seals were 
_ killed in the southern ocean in the ensuing fifty years. Was 
it ten million or fifty million? Figures become meaningless; 
~ the killing went on and on until there was virtually nothing 
left to kill, nothing at any rate that could be easily and 
4 al killed. 

_ The sealers came first. With the aid of Cook’s charts they’ 
d their way down to the desolate islands he had 
covered, and then went on to explore many new coasts 
d islands on their own account. There was a devastating 
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simplicity in their methods: they clubbed the animals to 
death: The usual practice was to wait off-shore until @ 
sufficient number of seals had gathered on the beach, and 
then the ships’ crew landed in small boats and cut off their 
Tetreat to the sea. The club that was used was a thick 
wooden stave about four feet long and its end was studded 
with nails. One quick blow on the head as the animal 
reared up was enough to knock it senseless, and then the 
coup de grace was delivered with a skinning knife. It is 
horribly easy to envisage the carnage—the blood, the mess 
of entrails, the barking and roaring of the terrified animals 
as they tried to get away—enough, one would have 


thought, to make any normal man turn sick, but no doubt 


the sailors got used to it. 
In the South Shetlands a single ship would expect to take 


as many as 9,000 seals in three weeks, and there is a record _ 


of two ships and sixty men demolishing 45,000 in one sea- 
son. And since every pelt was worth a guinea—in some 
markets like Canton in China very much more—there was 
every inducement for the slaughter to go on to the bitter 
end. An end, however, there had to be; and by the eigh- 
teen-thirties fur seals in the southern ocean were virtually 
extinct, and sea-lions and sea-elephants were dying out as 
well. 

The main attack was now diverted to the whales, and in 
an age that needed oil for its candles (not to speak of the 
whalebone for such articles as umbrellas and women’s 
corsets), this was an even more profitable trade than seal- 
ing. Whaling was an ancient business—it had been going 
on in the northern hemisphere for a thousand years—but 
’ nothing so rich as ‘the southern fishery’ had ever been 
discovered before. The first comers in the South Pacific 
hardly needed to go to sea at all; the whaler simply set up 
a shore factory in some estuary where the animals were 
known to breed and then attacked them from small boats. 
There were dozens of such places: the Bay of Islands in 
New Zealand, the Derwent Estuary in Tasmania, all the 


coves and inlets along the deserted coasts of southern, — 
. western and eastern Australia. Each year, following an im- — 


memorial instinct, the whales would arrive from the south, 
travelling sometimes in small groups and sometimes in 


hundreds, and directly they cruised into these quiet bays | 


where they had never met an enemy before they were set 
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Teoh like Gulliver among the Lilliputians, by midgets 
"armed with murderous arrows. Like the Lilliputians the 
“whalemen were very brave, and no doubt excitement’ led 
“them on. A warning cry from the lookout post on the cliffs 
“would send the men running for the boats and they would 
‘Tow away madly toward the incoming leviathans. Each 
“boat had a harpooner in the prow, and he would sink his 
shaft with its attached line from half a dozen yards away. 
‘Then, when the whale dived, the line would run out, 
perhaps a couple of hundred fathoms of it, and away the 
boat would go on a wild career through the waves until the 
line slackened and the beast surfaced again to breathe; and 
again the whalemen would strike, this time with lances, 
and again the whale would sound, and this would go on for 
an hour or an entire day until at last the quarry was 
exhausted, and its life’s blood gushed out from its blowhole. 
Then the carcass would be towed ashore and its blubber 
peeled Off like-the skin of an orange and rendered down 
‘into oil in furnace-heated vats on the beach. 
' In the Derwent River estuary where it had once been 
“dangerous to sail in a small boat because of the numbers of 
right whales there—mostly pregnant mothers either calving 
° about to calve—a massacre went on year after year un- 
til the animals were wiped out. And so the hunt went on 
‘from May to October in all the breeding and mating 
“grounds along the New Zealand and Australian coasts. 
_ The whales never seemed to learn from their 
“experiences; the survivors came back again and again, even 
“those which had escaped from earlier encounters and now 
had harpoons and broken lances sticking in their backs. It 
is true that later on there..was some evidence that the 
animals began to recognize men as their mortal enemies; 
we have Melville’s revengeful Moby Dick, and it is even 
eported that some whales could recognize the difference 


between a normal vessel and a whaling ship with its har- 
Pp 90n mounted in the prow, and that they had some means 
‘ef communicating to their companions so that all could 
‘dive to safety together. But habit and instinct were very 
strong. The sperm whales, the most valuable. of all because 
‘of the reservoir of pure oil in their great square heads, 
ravelled in packs—a male and a number of females. If the 
le was attacked the cows and the calves took off, but if 
w ora calf was struck the whole pack turned back to 
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try and render help, and all would be destroyed. In this the 
sperm whales remind one of the elephants which were soon 
to be shot in tens of thousands in central Africa. i 

Then too, by the very nature of their size, these sea 
monsters were extremely vulnerable. They cruised no fast- 
er than a ship under canvas could sail, and when they 
dived it was easy enough to note their direction and be 
waiting for them at the point where they surfaced a mile or. 
two further on. They did not proliferate rapidly: a cow’s 
pregnancy lasted about a year, and only one calf was born 
at a time. It was suckled for periods of five to ten months, 
and two or three years would elapse before another calf was 
born. 

In these conditions it was not long before bay whaling— 
the taking of whales in their off-shore breeding grounds— 
was practically finished and the hunt was then continued in 
the open sea. Pelagic whaling—the taking of whales in the 
ocean—was a more arduous business. You needed a ship 
about the Resolution’s size, 300 to 400-tons, with a crew of 
thirty or more and half a dozen whaling boats that could 
be launched in any weather. The whales that were killed 
were towed alongside the mother ship and their oil was 
rendered down on brick furnaces on board. When the 
hunting was good a great red glow from the fires lit up the » 
sails at night. Sometimes a whaling ship would be gone 
from its home port for three or four years before all her oil 
casks were full, but the great advantage of pelagic whaling 
was that you could follow the whales’ migratory routes 
around the world and you delivered the cargo directly to. 
the market. 

It was a primitive business, absurdly so when one 
compares the lookouts on the mastheads and the hand-har- 
poon with today’s great whaling ships with their spotting 
aircraft, their radar, and their explosive guns; but it was 
effective because it was on so wide a scale. By 1846, 
America had 735 whalers operating out of the New Eng- 
land coast, and each one of them averaged 100 whales, or 
300 tons of oil, on every voyage. They came south round 
_ the Horn and out into the Pacific where their bases in the 

tropics were Hawaii and Tahiti, and in the south, the Bay 
of Islands in New Zealand, Sydney and Hobart town in 
Tasmania. It was a tremendous killing. Eyre on his walk 
along the Great Australian Bight found the shore at Fowl- 
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_er’s Bay ‘literally strewed in all directions with the bones 
‘and carcasses of whales’, and he estimated that there were 
300 American and French vessels operating on that coast 
alone. For meat they killed the kangaroos on Kangaroo Is- 
land, and for women they raided the native tribes ashore. 
One has but to visit the reconstructed whaling village at 
Mystic, Connecticut, to see what a vast industry whaling 
_had become through these middle years of the nineteenth 
century. They could build a ship at Mystic, and everything 
she needed for the long voyage could be supplied on the 
spot by the chandlers’ shops, the blacksmiths and sailmak- 
_ ers, the carpenters and the rope-makers, the butchers and 
' the flourmillers. Mystic, provided boots and clothing, 
_ compasses, maps and anchors and splendid figureheads— 
_ often a rather ample nymph with a scaly breast and flutter- 
ing veils—and of course, the sailors themselves. It is a 
pleasant and peaceful place to visit, a sort of recreation of 
» nineteenth-century cottage industries, and at the height of 
the whaling days it must have been a very lively and en- 
gaging sort of place. The blood-and guts and the dangers 
of the whale-hunt in the southern ocean were very far 
: away. 
a A great romance was made out of whaling, and so it was 
‘romantic if one thought of the tropical islands the ships 
called at, and the peculiar plaintive harmonies of the whal- 
ing songs, and of the adventure of breaking into undiscov- 
ered seas and of the headlong excitement of the whale-hunt 
itself. The owners grew rich. ‘In New Belford,’ Melville 
wrote, ‘fathers, they say, give whales for dowers to their 
_ daughters and portion off their nieces with a few porpoises 
‘a-piece.’ Melville lifted whaling into the realm of high trag- 
edy and set it up as something apart, a relic from the hero- 
‘ic age. His masterpiece, Moby Dick, incomparably the best 
“book on whaling ever written, is Shakespearean in its 
‘language, in its zany humour and in its rhetoric-reveries; 
and its characters, the Lear-like Ahab and the poor little 
‘fool Pip, are symbols of a myth, But for the man actually 
sailing before the mast whaling was a degrading and brutal 
existence; he earned next to nothing, he was frequently in 
danger, and his food and the conditions of his life were so 
ippalling that he often deserted his ship whenever he 
preferring exile among natives on some lonely 
coast rather than face the horrors of the long jour- 


fee 


~ 


206 The Antarctic 


ney home. It was the emptiness of these immense, hardly- 
explored seas that was so forbidding. A ship would trave?. 
ten thousand miles or more merely to get to the southern 
whaling grounds, and a year might go by before she sight- 
ed another vessel. When you signed on you put civilization 
behind you and condemned yourself to a life of being con- 
- stantly wet, dirty and cold, constantly in the dark gaol-like 
confines of the fo’c’sle with twenty other men whom you 
might distrust or loathe. You were absolutely in the cap- 
tain’s power; if you disobeyed him he could bind you and 
flog you. 

‘I love to sail forbidden seas,’ Melville wrote, ‘and land 
on barbarous coasts.’ But you also had to expect to be 
‘alone, in such remotest waters, that though you sailed a 
thousand miles and passed a thousand shores you would 
not come on any chiselled hearthstone. . .’ 

Or, of course, the society of women. 

This was worse, far worse, than sailing with Cook 
despite all the rigours of eighteenth-century naval discip- 
line. The gullible farmer’s boy who came hopefully to 
Nantucket from-the middle west, dreaming of a life of ad- 
venture at sea, was soon disillusioned, and he was quite 
likely to become a decrepit and drunken beachcomber or a 
hanger-on along the docks if he continued in the trade too 
long. Most whaling crews were a polyglot collection picked, 
up wherever they could be found in the course of a 
voyage; escaped convicts from Sydney, mutineers like the 
Bounty men, Australian aborigines and south sea islanders, 
men who wanted to hide for a time and half-starved illiter- 
ates ejected from Europe by the potato famine. The Portu- 
guese were particularly numerous among the whaling 
crews. It was like the French Foreign Legion: you signed 
on and no questions asked, and the captains preferred their 
crews to belong to as many different nations as possible. 
since they were then less likely to combine together and 
Taise a mutiny. Thus there were few loyalties other than 
those created among the men by common hardship, and it 
' was customary for a sailor to use.an assumed name—prob- » 
- ably to cover up his past. 

It was not in Moby Dick but in the lesser-known Omoo; 
a Narrative of Adventure in the South Seas, that Melville 
revealed the real sordidness of the whaling life. It will be 
recalled that he deserted his ship, the Acushnet, in the 
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“Marquesas i in July, 1842, and he relates in Omoo how, af- 
ter weeks of apparently idyllic existence among the island- 
ers, he was taken off by the Sydney whaler, Lucy Ann 

(though Melville calls her the Julia for some esoteric rea- 
'son of his own). In her he sailed to Tahiti, where he mu- 
tinied with other members of the crew and was arrested. 
_ The mutiny appears to have been more than justified, for 

the Lucy Ann was a former privateer which, long since, 
should have been condemned. Her hull and spars were ‘a 
' dingy black’, she was infested with rats and cockroaches, 
_ her rigging was rotten, and such food as she carried had 
' become uneatable. Vinton, the captain, was an irresponsi- 
ble weakling, and he had given over effective command to 
' the drunken mate, a man named John Jermin. At the time 
' Melville joined her the ship’s filthy and reeking fo’c’sle was 
filled with sick and dying men, and on the thousand-mile 
' trip to Tahiti two men did die. The crew seems to have 
» been a piratical lot; merely to read the list of their names 
' conjures up the idea of some hell-ship on the Spanish 
' Main. There were the surgeon, Melville’s particular chum, 
- Doctor Long Ghost, a tall thin man, ‘a tower of bones’, 
' Bembo, the tattooed Maori harpooner from New Zealand 
_ (the original Queequeg in Moby Dick?), Van, Navy Bob, 
: 
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M’Gee, Jingling Joe, Antone, Pat, Wymontoo, Bungs, 
_ Long Jim, Salem, Black Dan, Flash Jack, Beauty and Blunt 
Bill, alias Liverpool. Melville was Typee, so called from 
| the valley he had inhabited in the Marquesas. 

_ For weeks on end they lurched and zigzagged across the 
_ ocean to Tahiti, the days punctuated by fist fights and 
drunken brawls, and the burial of the dead. When at last 
- they reached Papeete sixteen of the men, including Mel- 
_ ville, drew up a round robin in which they declared that 
' the ship was unseaworthy, that scurvy was rife amongst 
r them and that they refused to sail in her any more. In 
_ short, they proposed to desert unless something was done. 
“head document was sent ashore to the acting British consul, 
‘Charles Wilson, who seems to have been a mean-spirited 
sort. of man; at all events, he came on board and decided 
against the mutineers. When they still refused to sail, Wilson 
solicited the aid of Rear Admiral Dupetit-Thouars, who 
E had recently arrived at Papeete in his flagship La Reine 
Blanche. The Admiral obliged him with the loan of a 
cutter and twenty French sailors armed with cutlasses and 
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boarding pistols. With this force Wilson, now wearing. his 
consular cocked hat, returned to the Lucy Ann and arrest}. 
ed the mutineers. They were conveyed to La Reine 
Blanche and kept there in irons between decks for three 
days. Finally they were brought onshore and imprisoned 
for six weeks, as we have already seen, in the Calabooza 
Beretanee, the local gaol. Later on Melville sailed in a 
whaler to Honolulu and eventually reached home in an 
American man-of-war. 

The interesting thing about this lurid tale (which Mel- 
ville relates very gaily) is that it does not seem to have 
been particularly unusual. Mutinies or near mutinies were 
happening on whale-ships all the time, and desertions were a 
commonplace. Half of the Acushnet’s crew deserted her 
during her four and a half years’ voyage. 

Melville speaks of the bad reputation of Australian 
whaling men and it does seem that they created little hells 
on earth wherever they made port. The Bay of Islands in 
the north island of New Zealand becanie a notorious place. 
As far back as 1769 Cook had had a brush with the can- 
nibalistic natives there, and Banks had noted gloomily in 
his. diary ‘the almost certainty of being eat as soon as you 
come ashore adds not a little to the terrors of shipwreck’. 
The whalers, however, mostly Americans and Australians, 
were not deterred—it was a marvellous place for hunting 
seals and the sperm whale—and by 1802 the Bay of Is- 
lands had become a sort of piratical nest where the only 
law was the law of the gun. With equal ferocity the sailors 
killed the whales at sea and the Maoris on land. The Maor- 
is, at least, were able to strike back, since the whalemen 
were so foolish as to supply them with firearms in ex- 
change for their women and their foodstuffs. In 1809 they 
captured the vessel Boyd, further up the coast, and killed 
and ate its crew; and we hear of other affrays in which 
white women and children as well as the whaling crews ‘ 
were seized from their ships and either eaten or held as 
prisoners of war. Even as late as 1835 when things had 
somewhat settled down Darwin speaks of the white popula- 
tion there as ‘the very refuse of*society’, and he adds, ‘I 
believe we were all glad to leave New Zealand. It is not a 
pleasant place.’ 

Hobart, too, was known for its spectacular drunkenness, 
and nightly brawls between rival whaling crews were the 
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_ accepted thing in the town’s innumerable grog-shops. 
_ There was even gunfire at sea when two ships disputed the 
possession of a whale or a sealing ground, and a death here 
_ and there was simply another nameless body cast into the 
- Sea. In the Recherche Archipelago in Western Australia— 
the place where Eyre was rescued by Captain Rossiter— 
- lawless bands of sailors, some of whom were wanted for 
murder in Sydney, set themselves up in the islands, and 
they were ruled over by a savage and ridiculous negro 
named Black Anderson. He flourished his pistols, he went 
about with his harem of grubby wives who were stolen 
from the aboriginal tribes, and he scraped along in his little 
teign of terror, eating wild geese and seal-meat, and ex- 
changing seal skins for flour in King George Sound. 
Eventually he was murdered. 

If there was precious little glamour in these men’s lives 
there was still less in the trade they followed. For all the 
bravery involved and the skill with which they pursued the 

_ chase, it was the most wasteful business imaginable, since 
it doomed not only the whales but the trade itself to extinc- 
tion. They killed everything, the young whale and the old, 
the pregnant mother and the calf; and every living thing in 
the sea that could serve for food or be sold in the market 

_ was hunted down in its breeding grounds. The poor green 

' turtle, flopping about helplessly in the warm tropical sea, 

and landing, even more helplessly, to lay its eggs in the 

' sand, was an easy quarry, and became steadily more rare. 

There were, of course, respectable whaling firms like the - 

a Enderby Brothers in England; and the Quaker whale-ship 

q _ owners in Nantucket, though hard men, and out for cash, 

; ‘saw to it that their vessels were properly equipped and han- 

_ dled. But nobody contested the rightness of what they were 

_ doing, and any protest about the cruelty and wastefulness 

of the whole enterprise would have been met, then as now, 

_ with incredulity. The oil was wanted, and the whales were 

there for the taking; it was just a question of getting ahead 
of one’s rivals and of bagging as many as you could. Then 
as now the London alderman, in the midst of consuming 
his good turtle soup, was not likely to be much moved by 
the news that the turtles in the Pacific were being decimat- 
ed; indeed, one fears it would have increased his appetite 


_ body at this stage dreamed of putting limits on the catch, 


~ 


for more. The whalers felt that way about the whales. No- . _ 


210 The Antarctic 
of trying to prevent the killing of pregnant or nursing 


mothers, or of adopting any of the laws which would have*. 


allowed the trade to survive. Such restrictions could never 
have been enforced, and every whale-ship was a law to it- 
self. And so the southern ocean was pillaged to the limit 
throughout these years without a protest, or indeed without 
the outside world really knowing anything about it, since 
the captains were naturally secretive about their whaling 
grounds, 

Their persistence was immense, and it is marvellous that 
in a period of little more than fifty years—roughly from 
the seventeen-nineties to the eighteen-forties—these little 
ships with their casually gathered crews could have combed 
these vast icy oceans so thoroughly that no large marine 
animal was to be easily found there any more. Only the 
Antarctic coast itself—the coast that Cook had glimpsed 
through the icy haze—was still safe from their ravages. 
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With the seals gone and the whales dying out, the 
southern fishery collapsed in the eighteen-forties, and for 
almost half a century the world once more forgot about 
the South Pole. In the end, however, the first steamship, 
the British Challenger, crossed the Antarctic Circle, and 
soon afterwards the first steam-driven whalers were able to 
break their way through the ice pack and fall upon the vast 
numbers of blue, right and humpbacked whales that were 
feeding there. The slaughter that followed was devastating. 
By the nineteen-thirties there were more than 200 well- 
equipped ships operating in Antarctic waters, and they were 
taking upwards of 37,000 whales every year. There was a 
lull during the Second World War, but the hunt was taken 
up again in full vigour in the nineteen-forties. Since then 
there have been various attempts to fix by international 
agreement the number of whales that may be taken in each 


season, but some of the whaling nations will not sign; and — 


in any event the quota fixed for each ship is so high that the 
few remaining whales in the Antarctic cannot hope to sur- 
vive for long. 


One takes some hope, however, from the fate of the © 


seals. A recent expedition to the South Sandwich group has | 
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_ revealed that some of the animals managed to escape the 
' mineteenth-century massacres, and their descendants, who 
are now protected, are breeding quite rapidly again. And 
still on the Antarctic shore itself it is possible to come upon 
groups of seals to the number of fifty or so. Each animal 
lifts its whiskered head as one approaches, and one looks 
into that bemused and bleary eye, and discovers there a 
certain doglike trust. 

Inland on the vast sheet of Antarctic ice scientists of 
many different nationalities have established laboratories 
Where, cut off from all the world, they study the 
atmosphere above them and the ice below. They live in un- 
derground townships that have been cut into the ice, and it 
is the troglodytic existence carried out to the last extreme: 
a world without day or night, without women, without 
plants or flowers or animals or indeed any other living 
thing, a capsule world such as, no doubt, they will establish 
on the moon one day. Here machines govern all, and 
natural life, with its many crudities and imperfections, has 
been finally subdued by these dedicated men. The noble 
savage, in short, is well on his way to becoming the noble 
robot. 
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Cook and Bougainville 

The two men could hardly have been less alike. Boug- 
ainville’s bust, now on the waterfront of Papeete, reveals a 
thin, sensitive, cultivated face, the face of a scholar and an 
aristocrat. It is very different from Cook’s strong, sober — 
features. Bougainville was a graceful man, Cook was down 
to earth. Philarete Chastes, the French writer, describes 
them very well: ‘Cook, plus simple, plus naif, et plus marin; 
Bougainville plus orné, plus dixhuitiéme siécle . . .” Without 
being precisely anti-British, Bougainville permits himself 
the occasional barbed little reference to his rivals. Thus 
the tattooed bodies of the Tahitians put him in mind of 
the woad-covered barbarians whom Caesar discovered when 
he invaded Britain; and he was really very angry when the 
British accused him of importing venereal disease into the 
island. 

Yet one feels that the two explorers, had they ever met, 
would have got on very well. Bougainville saw the _ 
dangers in store for the island just as clearly as Cook did. 
He goes out of his way to mention one old Tahitian chief 
who was by no means delighted at the appearance of the 
French ships: ‘he feared the arrival of a new race of men 
would trouble those happy days which he had spent in 
peace.’ Diderot seized on this in his Supplément au 
voyage de Bougainville; he makes just such a character 
warn his countrymen that the Europeans will come with 
the crucifix in one hand and the. dagger in the other. The 
Tahitians, Diderot’s old man goes-on, were foolish to weep 
with grief when the Europeans sailed away: “You should 
have wept, not now, but when they arrived . . . our cus- 
toms are wiser and better than theirs . . . we knew only 
one disease—old age. . . they have stained our blood. . . 
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(with) the ravages that follow their wretched caresses.’ 

AS a navigator Bougainville was not to be compared to 
Cook, but his long career both as a soldier and as a naval 
captain in the wars against England was remarkable. It is 
pleasant that so distinguished a man should have survived 
the Terror and should have lived on to become a great 
name in France under Bonaparte. The creeper Bougain- 
villea, of which he obtained a specimen in South America, 
is named after him. 


_ Cook and Banks 
Since Cook and Banks complemented one another so 
_ very well on their work of discovery, one tends to lose 
_ sight of their differences. Cook was fifteen years older than 
_ Banks and the young man’s impetuosity must have been 
_ very trying to him at times. ‘Cook,’ Dr. Beaglehole re- 
marks, ‘was a dedicated man. Banks was—one searches for 
a phrase—a rich and extremely intelligent young man let 
loose on life. . . it is the contrast between the professional 
and the amateur.’ It can hardly be contested that Banks 
behaved very badly over the second expedition. He wanted 
the command himself, he wanted the ship altered for his 
. Own convenience, and when neither of these things were 
_ given to him he went off in a huff. He even spoke disparag- 
ingly of Cook. But Cook bore him no grudge. He went on 
_ writing to Banks in a friendly way, he never criticized him, 
as far as we know, in any of his letters, and he took much 
trouble in bringing him natural history specimens from the 
_ Pacific. Banks lived to appreciate Cook at his true worth, 
and it was he who induced the Royal Society to strike a 
commemorative medal on the navigator’s death. 

Neither of them was what you might call a family man, 
Banks had no issue at all, Cook hardly saw his six children, 
and all of them predeceased his wife. Nor were they reli- 
gious men. There is a perfunctory air about Cook’s services 
at sea, and unlike so many other explorers of the day we 

never hear of him going down on his knees to thank God 
- when he has survived a crisis. 
_ With the exception of a brief visit to Tasmania on his 
third voyage, Cook never: returned to the scene of his 
_ greatest discovery, Australia, and never seems to have 
appreciated the importance of the country. Banks also for- 
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got all about Australia for many years, and only remem- 
-bered it when the government was casting about for a suits 
able place for a convict settlement. 

There can hardly be much doubt that Cook was ‘the 
greater of the two men. Yet what a spacious figure Banks 
was. How remarkable it was that for forty years or more 
he should have presided over the Royal Society—a posi- 
tion which was roughly akin to being the chief scientific 
adviser to the government today. He was indefatigable, and 
his curiosity knew no end. One day his interest seizes on 
pottery, the next he is dealing with coinage and telescopes; 
and then again we find him proposing that the Serpentine 
in Hyde Park should be emptied so that he can study the 
fish. His purse is forever open to the man with a vision and 
a purpose. He sent or helped to send a great many explor- 
ers into the field; such men as Mungo Park and Clapperton 
in Africa and Flinders in Australia. He had collectors 
working for him all over the world. Kew was, virtually, his 
creation, and so were the botanical gardens in Jamaica, St. 
Vincent and Ceylon. He was a literate and clubbable man 
—otherwise Johnson and Reynolds would never have put 
him up for the Literary Club. His house, his library and his 
collections were always at the disposal of scientists. 

And so he goes on year after year, and it made little 
difference to his activities that he suffered from gout and 
that for the last fourteen or fifteen years of his life he had 
to be carried about in a chair. When he died at the age of 
seventy-seven he merited, at the very least, the statue put — 
up in his honour in the Natural History Museum in 
London. 


Tahiti 

The French have been very good in antes the con-— 
struction of western hotels and buildings on the island, and 
_ outside Papeete the scenery is probably much the same as 
it was in Melville’s or even Cook’s time. But the ancient 
customs have vanished entirely; the stones of the maraes 
have long since been taken away and used in the building 
of cotton mills and other public works. It is interesting, 
however, that so many of thé Tahitians have remained 
Protestants—almost the last vestige of England left on the 
island. 

_In appearance the people can hardly have failed to have 
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_ changed somewhat. Much foreign blood, especially 
: ‘Chinese, has been imported, and in Papeete the coating 
_ over of French chic is very evident. It is true that on 
. arrival one instantly recognizes the Tahitians from Gau- 
; guin’s paintings, but that, of course, may be a case of 
' nature following art; the artist has fixed an ineradicable 
» image in our minds and we look for points of resemblance 
_ rather than for differences between these people and his 
_ paintings. 
__ The poets and writers who have visited the island in the 
_ last half century or so have also contributed very greatly to 
the perpetuation of the Tahitian legend. The way leads on 
' from Melville to Pierre Loti, Robert Louis Stevenson, Ru- 
_ pert Brooke, Somerset Maugham and so many others. Af- 
_ ter them it remained only for Hollywood and the tourist 
industry to take up the cause and embellish it to its most 
profitable limits. Against all odds the romanticists have 
_ won the day. 
The uninhibited dances that Cook and Banks saw have, 
' like much else on the island, gone through a taming 
process. They are now a rhythmic undulation of the but- 
' tocks (no longer tattooed), the stomach and the hips; the 
feet and the shoulders are held quite still. It is less gross 
_ than the similar Egyptian dance; the girls are slimmer and 
" prettier here, and instead of the tawdriness of the Egyptian 
' costume they wear blossoms in their hair, grass skirts and 
_ brassiéres made of the brightly flowered material that Gau- 
- guin painted. The dance, though erotic, is not langurous or 
really enticing; rather it is gay and marvellously quick and 
_ fiuid—even in watching it one cannot credit that the 
‘stomach and the hips can be moved back and forth so ra- 
pidly—and the girl’s smile is not grief-ridden or expressive 
- of unendurable joys, but an open, merry.smile. It is a mis- 
chievous smile, not a siren’s invitation to the puritan’s sex- 
ual hell. 


- Venereal Disease 

Dr. Beaglehole has supplied me with the following note 
on the vexed question of the introduction of venereal dis- 
~ ease into Tahiti: 

‘The difficulty is, what symptoms were seen? If Bougain- 
 yille thought he saw syphilis then he was most certainly 
wrong, as it was yaws, which was endemic. If you had 
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yaws you did not get syphilis, but you did not keep off gon- 
orrhea. Also, a surgeon might think, and swear upon*hi 

honour, that his men were clean and healthy; but there 
might still be carriers among them (and most probably 
were) whether English or French. Cook’s men probably 
picked up gonorrhea.’ 


The Aborigines 

Even Dampier had to concede that the men had 
courage. One day on one of the islands off the north-west- 
ern coast of Australia he came on a group of families 
walking on the shore. They were badly frightened by the 
appearance of the white men; ‘the lustiest of the women, 
snatching up their infants, ran away howling, and the little 
children ran after, squeaking and bawling; but the men 
stood still.” They were quite ready to drive the white men 
away had they been attacked. 

Daisy Bates supported Eyre’s theory of the aborigines’ 
migratory routes across the continent; she found that pearl 
shell which was gathered by those same tribes that Dam- 
pier saw in the far north-west, was being bartered in the 
far south. She also declares, and she had every opportunity 
of knowing the truth,:that Eyre’s two boys did not get far 
after they left him; they were killed and eaten by hostile 
tribesmen. : 

Even as late as Eyre’s time—the eighteen-forties—naked 
aborigines were still walking about the streets of Adelaide, 
and their women were often unjustly accused of 
prostituting themselves with white men. Their babies, it will 
be remembered, were sometimes born white, or rather pink, 
and stayed so for a short time before turning black, This 
gave the colonists the notion that they had slept with white 
men. 

On the subject of the aborigines being indifferent to phe- 
nomena beyond their experience or comprehension Ludwig 
Leichhardt, the explorer, made an interesting statement in 
a lecture in-Sydney in 1846. He said: ‘The natives’ ears, so 
sensitive to noises with the origin of which they are ac- 
quainted—to the rustling of a lizard or a snake, or to the 
-rapid start of a kangaroo-rat—did not perceive the foot- 
falls of our horses, and we were once with our whole team 
near a camp of jabbering, laughing, moving nals 
without their being aware of our approach.’ 
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3 The aborigines are, of course, a most complex study and 

- it should be made clear that the references to them in these 
_ pages are no more than superficial. Many aspects of their 
_ social life are still coming to light. 


‘The Kangaroo 
The Endeavour’s crew were not actually the first to see 
the kangaroo. That honour apparently belongs to the 
- Dutch navigator, Francis Pelsaert, who was wrecked on 
'the western coast of Australia in 1629. But Banks and 
_ Cook were the first to give a detailed and accurate descrip- 
tion of the animal. In addition to the skin, which was 
" stuffed and given to Stubbs to paint, they took a skull back 
; to London and presented it to William Hunter, the physiol- 
_ Ogist. It remained in the Royal College of Surgeons until it 
' was demolished by German bombs in the last world war. 


~ Cooktown and Possession Island 
: A visit to Cooktown—the place where Cook beached 
: “the Endeavour after she had been holed on the Barrier 
" Reef—makes the modern traveller wonder why Banks was 
"not more enthusiastic about the Australian landscape. It is 
a beautiful place. The estuary of the Endeavour River 
' winds in from the sea between pleasant hills covered with 
eucalyptus and tropical plants. A monument had been 
erected on the bank where the Endeavour was drawn up 
"and the place is still sufficiently wild for one to envisage 
“how she looked with the carpenters at work upon her, the 
encampment on the shore close by, and the natives paddling 
‘about in their crude canoes. Turtles and crocodiles are still 
‘occasionally to be found in the river and many water-birds 
‘tide by on the rising and. falling tides. 
Possession Island also has its monument. It commem- 
'orates the little ceremony in which Cook formally 
claimed New South Wales for the British Crown in 1770. 
"Nowadays the island is the preserve of a Japanese com- 
pany which is engaged in producing cultured pearls. 


Breach and Avstealin 
Professor Ernest Scott, of Melbourne University, a pre- 
‘cursor of Dr. Beaglehole in the field of Pacific studies, 
ade an extensive research into the French expedition to 
alia mets concluded that “Sees had no intention 
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of invading the country. Yet it is interesting to read the re- 

port made by two members of the expedition, Frantois 

Péron and Louis de Freycinet, to the governor of Mauri= 
tius on their way home to France. ‘All our natural history 

researches,’ Péron wrote, ‘extolled with so much ostenta- 

tion by the government, were merely the pretext of its en- 

terprise.’ The real object of the expedition, he continues, 

was to spy out the land around Sydney, and this he said he 

had managed to do by ingratiating himself with the colon- 

ists. The aborigines, he thought, would present no problem 

if the French attacked, and the Irish convicts would in- 

stantly rise against the British garrison. He concludes *.. . 

my opinion, and that of all those among us who have more 

particularly occupied themselves with enquiring into the 
organization of that colony, is that it should be destroyed 

as soon as possible. Today we could destroy it easily; we 

shall not be able to do so in 25 years’ time.’ 

‘The conquest of Port Jackson,’ de Freycinet wrote, 
‘would be very easy to accomplish, since the English have 
neglected every species of means of defence.’ He thought 
the French should attack either through Broken Bay or 
directly at Sydney, and once the governor’s house and the 
principal buildings had been taken ‘the others would fall 
naturally into the hands of the conquerors.’ 

Professor Scott points out that there is nothing in Napo- 
leon’s Correspondance nor in any other French records to 
show that this belligerence had official backing. Yet the 
fact is that England and France were at war when this re- 
port was made (the early 1800s), and if Napoleon had no 
designs on Australia, he certainly invaded Egypt and in- 
tended to go on to India if he could. Certainly too, the Bri- 
tish at Sydney were apprehensive that French colonies 
would be set up on the unexplored Australian coast. That 
was one of the principal reasons why Flinders was sent on 
his voyage of circumnavigation. r 


Matthew Flinders 
I would have written more of this excellent man had he 
come more directly into my theme. Poor Flinders. Some-_ 


* thing stopped him short of greatness, perhaps his lack of © 


Cook’s philosophical imagination, perhaps his early death at 

forty, perhaps even just bad luck. He was the sort of man 

who is instantly recognized as a leader, but somehow the 
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_ aura never quite forms and the name, unfairly, drops away 
- into the ruck of lesser reputations. It was really too bad 
_ that he put into Mauritius on his way back to England, and 
_ that the French governor there, a narrow-minded self-im- 
’ portant bureaucrat if there ever was one, made him a 
prisoner of war for six and a half long years. Cook proba- 
bly would never have gotten himself into such a fix, and if 
~ he had, would have been able to endure it. With Flinders it 
was different; it broke his heart. He got back to England so 
_ weak in health that he had just time to write his Voyage to 
Terra Australis before he died, penniless, in London. 


_ Bligh and the Sydney Profiteers 

_ There was much double-dealing and profiteering going 
/ on at Sydney in the early years of the nineteenth century. 
' Many of the army officers were far more involved in mak- 
- ing money than in soldiering, or in bothering with the gen- 
- eral good of the community. They formed themselves into 
a clique and managed to get a virtual monoply on import- 
' ed goods which they sold to the settlers at exorbitant 
prices. On their farms they used free convict labour to 
produce only what was most profitable—cattle and sheep 
—and not the agricultural produce that the colony really 
Boeeded: Things were by no means as bad as they had been 
in Phillip’s day, when, for a time, you brought your own 
' bread with you if you were invited to dinner at Govern- 
' ment House, and there was no actual starvation. But by 
1805 the colony’s economy was in a very bad way and the 
_ authority of the governor was being openly defied. At 
_ Banks’ suggestion Bligh, now fully recovered from his 
_ Tahitian adventures, and a hero of Nelson’s victory off Co- 
_ penhagen, was sent out to restore the situation. He immedi- 
ately issued a series of very sensible orders for the proper 
_ distribution of food and imported goods, and proceeded to 
. clip the wings of the more unscrupulous army officers. No 
_ doubt once again he was high-handed. At all events he 
soon had another mutiny on his hands. He was deposed by 
the mutineers and was shipped back to England. Captain 
‘Lachlan Macquarie, an abler administrator and a more 
tactful man, was sent out as governor, and Bligh returned 
to the navy. Was ever such a well-intentioned man so 
iled ee his own nature? 
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The Southern Continent ele 
The idea of a southern continent dated back a very Jong 
way; Marco Polo speaks of it in the thirteenth century. It 
was felt that a large mass of land had to exist in the south 
to balance the great continents in the northern hemisphere 
—otherwise the world would have turned over on itself. 
Australia did not qualify; it was not large enough and not | 
far enough south. 


Dampier 

Dampier’s influence seems to have been very great. In 
Gulliver’s Travels we have Gulliver referring to his ‘cousin 
Dampier’, and Swift’s fictitious map indicates that Lilliput - 
- was an island in the Pacific to the west of ‘Dieman’s Land’. 
It was supposed to have been discovered in a.p. 1699—the 
date of Dampier’s second voyage to Australia. The idea of 
the ‘Ancient Mariner’, we are told, was first suggested to 
Coleridge by Wordsworth, who had read Shelvocke’s 
Voyage to the Southern Ocean. But we also know that Cole- 
ridge had read Dampier as well as Cook, and we have 
him referring to ‘old Dampier, a rough sailor, but a man of 
exquisite mind.’ He certainly had the gift of phrase. It was 
on his second voyage that he ‘jog’d on to the eastward’ af- 
ter he had rounded the Cape, and as he neared the Aus- 
tralian coast he came up first with a mass of floating sea- 
weed, then cuttlefish, then a sort of grass, then jellyfish, 
There were also sea-serpents about. 


Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs 
Upon the slimy sea. 


Dampier’s description of the floating carcass of a dead 
whale with thousands of birds about it is very fine; and it is 
also nice to know that he had a water-spaniel on board. « 
During the calms the dog jumped overboard and retrieved 
the birds the sailors shot. Might one of those birds beye 4 
been an albatross? 

_ ‘Yet it seems clear that William Wales, the astronomer 
on board the Resolution on her first voyage, was the 
principal source of Coleridge’s information about the 
Pacific. Bernard Smith has made an absorbing study of this” 
matter in a paper printed in the Journal of the Warburg 
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oF Courtauld Institutes, Vol. XIX nos. 1-2, 1956. He 
“Teminds us that Wales, on his return to England, was ap- 
pointed Master of the mathematics school at Christ’s Hos- 
“pital, and there for some years Coleridge was one of his 
pupils. What could be more natural than that the master 
“should relate his experiences on his wonderful voyage to 
the boys? Dr. Smith has consulted Wales’ little known jour- 
‘nal which is in the possession of the Mitchell Library in 
“Sydney, and it reveals many affinities with the words and 
“images used in the ‘Ancient Mariner’. 


Gauguin 

- It is ironic that Hodges, the English artist who first 
painted Tahiti, should have abandoned painting in favour 
“of banking and should have died bankrupt in England, 
while Gauguin, a century later, abandoned banking in fa- 
vour of painting and died overwhelmed with debts in the 
Pacific. 

_ Gauguin’s painting ‘Nevermore’ was clearly inspired, or 
‘at any rate influenced, by Edgar Allan Poe’s poem, ‘The 
Raven’, Poe was a great favourite of the French at that 
time. 


“The Antarctic 
' Nearly fifty years went by after Cook’s return from the 
Antarctic before any other explorer attempted to reach the 
South Pole. Then at last in 1819 Bellingshausen set out 
with a Russian expedition from Kronstadt, the Tsarist na- 
val base in the Baltic (where a century later the Marxist 
revolution began). This modest and adventurous man was 
a a great admirer of Cook, and we find him everywhere that 
Cook went, in Tahiti, in Australia, and far down in the 
Antarctic ice, and his reports are always sensible and illumi- 
‘nating; indeed, they bring to a conclusion the work of 
‘discovery which Cook had begun half a century before. 
- In 1819 the map of Antarctica was still exactly as Cook 
had left it in the 1770s; that is to say, it was a blank. In 
their two ships Vostok. (the East), and Mirnyi (the Peace- 
ful), the Russians crossed the Antarctic Circle early in 


r degr ses and longitude 17 degrees, they almost certainly 
jught sagan of the Antarctic coe aR a ee the first 
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Like Cook, Bellingshausen circumnavigated the Pole .dur- 
ing the summer months and cruised through the Pacific 
during the winter. So now, in March 1820, he turned north 
and had ‘the indescribable pleasure of seeing the constella- 
tions of Orion and the Southern Cross’ in a clear sky, and 
a tremendous aurora hung over their heads. Bellingshausen 
had one advantage over Cook; there was now an outpost of 
civilization in Australia where he could refit and reprovi- 
sion his ships, and so he made for Port Jackson. Here he 
found twenty vessels in the harbour—a new convict fleet 
had arrived—and Governor Macquarie received him 
rather grandly in the garden of his country house. The 
Russians were fascinated by the brilliant Australian birds, 
and they took on board a collection of eighty-four which, 
according to Bellingshausen, whistled and screeched very 
merrily all day. 

Sailing south again he notes of the Tasmanian estuaries: 
‘In general these bays are visited by a great many whales 
which usually in November leave the unfathomable depths 
of the ocean in order to mate in these quiet watets where 
they remain for about three months.’ What he was 
observing apparently was the southern migration at the be- 
ginning of the summer. 

There were still in Tasmania at this time great unex- 
plored rain-forests with tree-ferns said to be a hundred feet 
high, and, at the other end of the scale, plants so minute 
and sensitive that they closed at the sound of a passing but- 
terfly. Like the aborigines, the fauna was already vanish- 
ing. The Tasmanian devil, an untameable cat of nocturnal 
habits, was on the way to becoming extinct, and the flocks 
of parrots that were once so thick that Flinders found he 
could not take the altitude of the sun at midday, were no 
longer to be seen. 

Continuing on to the south, Bellingshausen noted that, 
the fur seals had already been exterminated on Macquarie 
Island, and the sealers were attacking the last of the sea- 
elephants, huge beasts, some of the males twenty feet long, 
as they lay basking on the shore. Albatrosses in great num- 
- bers were visiting the island to breed, and the sealers were 
eating their eggs. They also ate the pretty parrot that was 
indigenous to the island, and Bellingshausen was fortunate 
in getting a last sight of the bird before it became extinct. 
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z BAS for his aviary on board the Vostok and the Mirnyi, it 
= grown very silent in the cold. 

In the South Shetlands below Tierra del Fuego the Rus- 
-sians found a group of British and American sealing ships 
‘fighting out a lonely battle with each other over what was 
‘left of the spoil. Three of the eighteen ships operating there 
had been wrecked, but no one seemed to take much ac- 
“count of that or to know just how many men had been lost. 
One of the captains reported to Bellingshausen that he had 
‘taken sixty thousand seals that season. The sealers also 
‘slaughtered the penguins in many thousands, and used 
‘their tough skins as fuel for melting down the seal blubber. 
it was reckoned that in the next season or two all the 
animals would be finished; and it was the same story in 
South Georgia and in the Sandwich group. Only the dol- 
‘Phins seemed to be holding their own. There were whales 
“about, it was true; sometimes they spouted at all points of 
‘the compass around the Russian ships, but they were mak- 
‘ing off to the pack ice along the Antarctic coast where the 
‘sailing ships could not follow them. 

F Bellingshausen’s cruise did not achieve very much 
‘Pethaps—a couple of bleak islets which he named after the 
Tsars were practically his only discoveries in the far south 
[but he was careful to go round the Pole by a different 
Toute from Cook’s, and at least he confirmed that a great 
part of the blank map was in fact a blank. 
j One leaves Bellingshausen very reluctantly. He was one 
‘of the last of the Pacific explorers in the grand manner, 
and he gives us almost the last glimpse of the ocean as it 
"was before the invasion came, before it was as yet a world 
convict settlements and diseased people on the tropical 
ands, before its icy southern beaches had turned red with 
blood or any of the other disasters which Cook had 
eg had altogether come to pass. 

_By the time he turned for home in 1821 his stock of 
birds was terribly depleted. A fine black cockatoo had col- 
lapsed with indigestion after eating a stuffed Australian 
kaburra, and most of the other birds had died of cold. 
w, however, the ships were in warmer water, and after 
‘three and a half months it was possible to open the hatches 
and bring the remainder out on deck into the sunshine. At 
once = burst into song, In the excitement of this splen- 
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did moment a parrot climbed the rigging to the Vostok’s 
topmast, and when a sailor was sent up to bring it down-it 
took fright and flew away. Fortunately it alighted ahead of 
the ship, and the sailors thrust out a pole as they sailed by. 
The bird clutched at the pole and was safely hauled on 
board, but for a long time afterwards it could not be 
persuaded to release its hold. A sagacious bird. There was 


little enough for any living thing to trust in that tormented. 


Sea. 
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